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  Chapter 1: Return
“Old Ancestor, the Young Master has returned!”

“Old Ancestor, the Young Master… he’s come back…”

A slightly aged yet resonant voice burst forth from the gatehouse of Chengyang Marquis Estate, and immediately after, all the servants in the outer courtyard fell into chaos. A single phrase—”The Young Master has returned”—threw the entire Zhengyang Marquis Estate, both inner and outer residences, into disarray.

Old Madam Jiang was leading the estate’s womenfolk in listening to opera at Haitang Garden when she saw an old nanny from the estate crawl in, tears streaming down her face.

“Old Madam, the Young Master has returned! The Young Master has returned safe and sound!”

Song Wan sat beside Old Madam Jiang. Upon hearing these words, her heart suddenly trembled.

“Yi’er, Yi’er he…”

“Old Ancestor, the Young Master has returned!”

The old nanny’s crying—filled with both grief and excitement—was particularly pitiable. Before Song Wan could even organize the thoughts in her mind, she saw two people enter through the doorway. The man in the center had a tall, slender figure with sword-like brows.

He still had that handsome, elegant appearance of a refined young gentleman, only without the youthful shyness and timidity of his younger days. He now possessed the firmness and severity that only adult men had, like a sharp blade sheathed in its scabbard, restraining that edge of keen brilliance.

“Yi’er!”

Old Madam Jiang rushed forward and tightly embraced her legitimate grandson into her arms.

The man softly comforted his grandmother. When he lifted his head and saw Song Wan, he suddenly froze.

Song Wan curtsied to him in greeting, her mind filled with many thoughts.

The Jiang and Song families had been close for generations. She and Jiang Xingjian had known each other for twelve years, their engagement arranged since childhood. From the age of six when she learned to read and began studying women’s handiwork, she had been taught daily by the estate’s teaching nannies, instructed in proper speech and womanly virtues, all in preparation for becoming a woman of the Jiang family in the future.

But no one could have expected that six years ago, when Jiang Xingjian accompanied the Marquis of Chengyang to escort grain supplies to the border, they were ambushed by enemy guerrilla forces. Father and son both perished.

And she became the youngest “waiting-at-the-gate widow” in the capital.

The year she married into Chengyang Marquis Estate holding Jiang Xingjian’s memorial tablet, she was only eleven or twelve years old. Now, after six years of widowhood, her husband had suddenly returned safely—and he had brought a woman with him.

Song Wan looked toward the woman standing not far away. That woman was born delicately beautiful, with a pair of cat-like eyes that were lively and charming. She wore a scallion-green twisted silk soft gauze trailing skirt, with her hair simply adorned with a white jade pearl hairpin—altogether presenting a rather adorably charming appearance.

She withdrew her gaze and remained silent.

“Yi’er, quickly come let your mother see you!”

Jiang Xingjian’s mother pulled him close, crying so hard she could barely catch her breath. Old Madam Jiang wept quietly beside them.

Seeing the two crying themselves hoarse, Song Wan gestured for a maid to fetch the estate physician. After Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang’s emotions had calmed somewhat, the two of them brought Song Wan before Jiang Xingjian.

“How have your grandmother and your mother suffered? The estate has plenty of people to serve, but you and Wan’er have truly suffered. You spent years out there exposed to wind and rain, without any maids or servants to care for you. Your grandmother truly doesn’t know how you survived these six years.”

Old Madam Jiang wiped her tears, refusing to release Song Wan’s hand.

“At such a young age, Wan’er became a waiting widow and has cared for me and your mother for many years. Now that you’ve returned, your grandmother’s heart can finally be at ease. If in the future you husband and wife can give your grandmother a great-grandson, this old woman’s life will be complete.”

As Old Madam Jiang spoke, she placed Song Wan’s hand into Jiang Xingjian’s. Jiang Xingjian’s movements slightly stiffened. Song Wan sighed inwardly and withdrew her hand.

“Old Madam, your words are too weighty. My husband has just returned to the estate and is surely exhausted. Why not let him rest first? You and my mother-in-law should calm your spirits as well.”

Gently patting Old Madam Jiang’s back, Song Wan said softly, “You have heart troubles—your emotions cannot rise and fall so dramatically.”

After saying this, Song Wan addressed Jiang Xingjian: “My husband has traveled a long road and should naturally wash and rest first. However, since you have brought a delicate guest home, we cannot be remiss in hospitality.”

Song Wan’s tone hadn’t changed at all—it remained clear and light. Jiang Xingjian knew her temperament had been aloof since childhood, but for some reason, seeing her current appearance of unconcern made him quite uncomfortable.

He raised his head to look at Song Wan, examining her carefully.

The last time they’d met was the day he left the capital when she came to see him off. The Song Wan of that time was only just past ten years old, her tender little face wrapped in a red fox fur cloak—delicate and endearing. The Song family was a household of bells and cauldrons, passing down their legacy through poetry and books, and was most particular about rules and propriety. At such a young age, she spoke constantly of womanly virtue and deportment—it was utterly adorable.

He had thought that after six years, he would have long forgotten that soft, tender little girl from his memories. Yet unexpectedly, upon seeing her today, all those past scenes came flooding back.

That small face buried in fox fur from his memories had now grown increasingly beautiful and refined. Even though Jiang Xingjian knew she had been pretty since childhood, he hadn’t imagined that now that she’d grown and her features had fully developed, she would be so breathtakingly beautiful.

“Brother Xingjian…”

A young woman’s soft, sweet voice interrupted his thoughts. Jiang Xingjian turned his head to see Lin Jiayue wringing her hands, looking at him with an expression of awkward unease.

He returned to his senses and introduced her to everyone in the estate: “This is Miss Lin. That I was able to return safely from the border is largely thanks to her.”

Lin Jiayue seemed dissatisfied with this simple, cursory introduction. Opening her smiling eyes wide, she laughed, “My name is Lin Jiayue. Just call me Little Yue’er.”

The young woman pressed her lips together, and when she smiled, a pair of shallow dimples appeared on her face.

Lin Jiayue had assumed that after introducing herself, the estate’s inhabitants wouldn’t continue treating her as if she were invisible. Her face was full of smiles, but within moments, that smile froze on her face.

She hadn’t expected that not a single person would respond to her. Jiang Xingjian’s birth mother, Old Madam Chengyang, even gave her a rather subtle sidelong glance.

Lin Jiayue’s face flushed red with embarrassment.

“Miss Lin, greetings.”

Song Wan replied with a light phrase, defusing her discomfort.

Lin Jiayue looked at her gratefully. Probably due to her widowhood, Song Wan wore only plain white mourning clothes with no ornaments on her head or body. But that extremely plain white outfit paired with her face bare of powder and rouge instead possessed a unique charm—like light brows resembling autumn water, jade skin accompanying a gentle breeze.

The white plain robe accentuated her waist. Lin Jiayue’s mind suddenly conjured up a phrase: “shoulders carved to perfection, waist slender as promised…”

The other woman’s features were exquisite, her raven-black long hair held only by a simple wooden hairpin. Through the plain robe, a section of wrist so fair it seemed to glow with soft light was faintly visible—making even Lin Jiayue, another woman, feel her heart itch slightly at the sight.

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, looking uneasily at Jiang Xingjian.

“In the estate, both Yinhua Tower and Xiuyan Pavilion are vacant. I wonder where my husband wishes to arrange Miss Lin’s accommodations?”

Yinhua Tower in the outer courtyard was a guest lodging, while Xiuyan Pavilion was within Lanting Courtyard.

Lanting Courtyard was Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan’s courtyard—one in the outer section, one in the inner. Jiang Xingjian understood that Song Wan was asking about Lin Jiayue’s status. He slightly furrowed his brows. Looking at Lin Jiayue’s innocent, confused face, he finally said, “Arrange for Miss Lin to stay in Xiuyan Pavilion.”

As soon as these words left his mouth, Old Madam Jiang’s brows faintly knit together, while Madam Jiang looked at Lin Jiayue with a trace of disgust.

Song Wan nodded and instructed the maid beside her: “Prepare Xiuyan Pavilion and escort Miss Lin to her quarters.”

Chapter 2: Hairpin and Skirt
Chengyang Marquis Estate held a hereditary title. Jiang Xingjian should have been the last generation, but when he and his father met with disaster at the border, the current Emperor, unable to bear the Jiang family suffering such a fate, bestowed imperial grace allowing the marquis estate to inherit for one more generation.

However, Chengyang Marquis Estate only had Jiang Xingjian as the legitimate son. Though there were still several concubine-born sons, when Jiang Xingjian and the Marquis died, those concubine-born sons had not yet amounted to anything. Thus the title had been preserved without determining an heir.

Now that Jiang Xingjian had returned, he would likely be able to directly inherit the title and become a new noble of the capital.

Such joyous news should have been reported to the palace with thanks and communicated to the Song family, but the Emperor and the imperial consorts, along with Song Wan’s father and brothers, had all gone to the summer villa. Therefore, this matter of entering the palace was temporarily postponed.

Jiang Xingjian walked into Song Wan’s room and saw her lifting her brush to write. He guessed she was writing letters to Song Lan’an and Song Fu.

He said nothing, examining the room by himself.

By rights, Song Wan should have lived in Lanting’s main courtyard. Probably because she didn’t want to disturb his “relics,” after marrying into the family she had always lived in Longxiang Studio on the east side of the main courtyard. The place was now completely empty and bare—aside from an entire wall of books, there was nothing else. The only thing that showed any hint of personal interest was a row of zodiac wood carvings placed on the windowsill.

Jiang Xingjian raised his eyebrows slightly.

He stepped forward and picked one up to examine. The carving technique was crude, with rough marks still clearly visible. But perhaps because it had often been held and rubbed by someone’s hands, the carved marks had become smooth and lustrous. His heart stirred, and he turned to look at Song Wan. Sure enough, he saw her earlobes tinged slightly red, as if dyed with a layer of crimson.

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes. After a moment, he placed the wooden carving back in its original position.

“You actually still kept them.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan’s cheeks burned even hotter, yet she uttered not a word.

For some reason, seeing her like this, Jiang Xingjian suddenly felt some indescribable, unclear thoughts rising within him. But as a thousand threads of emotion churned in his heart, when the words finally left his mouth, they transformed into only a faint “I didn’t know you would marry over.”

Song Wan seemed somewhat dazed. After quite a while, she lowered her eyes and said, “A husband has the righteousness to remarry; a wife has no text permitting a second marriage. The Jiang and Song families are longtime friends, and our families’ marriage was arranged before you and I were even born. Whether for the Song family’s reputation or a woman’s good name, I had only one path to walk.”

She lifted her head to look at Jiang Xingjian, dropped the line “You shouldn’t not know this,” then continued writing her letter. Jiang Xingjian’s return to the capital was a major matter for both families—she had to write to her father and brothers.

She finished writing in a few strokes, sealed the letter, and handed it to the maid beside her to send out.

Jiang Xingjian remained in the room. The two didn’t know what they could say to each other, and the atmosphere grew cold for a moment.

Fortunately, a fat cat with sleek fur and a large frame came running in through the door. Only upon seeing it did Song Wan finally reveal a smile. That smile was like winter snow melting, making the entire Longxiang Studio seem to brighten.

The big fat cat meowed and meowed, rubbing its fluffy head against Song Wan’s bosom. Song Wan summoned the maids beside her to bring meat broth.

“Eat some more.”

“Meow…”

After eating, the big fat cat directly rolled over, exposing its white belly for Song Wan to stroke. If she rubbed it in a way that wasn’t comfortable, it would protest with a few cries.

Jiang Xingjian was watching with interest when he saw Heng Wu enter, lifting the beaded curtain.

“Young Master, Miss Lin requests an audience.”

Song Wan’s hand stroking the cat paused. Jiang Xingjian walked out with furrowed brows.

Lin Jiayue stood outside the door, looking inside rather curiously. However, two elderly matrons and a ten-year-old girl with her hair in a maid’s bun stood before her, watching her. For the moment, she felt too embarrassed and could only purse her lips and turn her head away.

When Jiang Xingjian came out, he saw her idly pinching her fingers with a rather impatient expression.

“Brother Xingjian.”

Seeing Jiang Xingjian, Lin Jiayue smiled. “The marquis estate is truly luxurious—worthy of nobility indeed. But why does your mother call you Yi’er while you told me your name was Xingjian? It’s not a false name, is it?”

“Jiang Yi is my given name; Xingjian is my courtesy name.”

Seeing her eyes full of smiles, Jiang Xingjian’s tone also softened. “Is there anything you’re not accustomed to? If you find anything inconvenient, I’ll have my grandmother send two more maids to your courtyard.”

“No need. I’m not accustomed to having people serve me closely.”

Seeing he didn’t speak, Lin Jiayue blinked and teased, “I really never imagined your estate would have such a beautiful wife. If I’d known earlier, I wouldn’t have followed you back. After all, I want to be ‘one life, one generation, one pair of people.’ I truly have no interest in interfering in other people’s marriages or being some third party.”

Jiang Xingjian remained silent, as if unsure how to respond.

His reaction made Lin Jiayue somewhat dissatisfied. But she truly liked this man before her with his handsome appearance and extremely refined manners, and for the moment couldn’t bear to speak too harshly.

“Look, I’ll just ask you—do the things you said to me before and the promises you made still count or not?”

Jiang Xingjian nodded. “Naturally.”

At that time, he truly hadn’t known the Song family would fulfill this marriage contract, especially after he discovered the truth about his father’s and his own supposed deaths.

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes in contemplation. Lin Jiayue, however, said, “It’s good that you say so. At least my journey of a thousand miles to follow you to the capital wasn’t in vain.”

She looked at Jiang Xingjian, seemingly intimately or perhaps accidentally lightly touching his hand. “Actually, I’m looking for you because I have a small matter.”

“Earlier, a maid from Old Madam Jiang’s side came to deliver clothing and jewelry to me, asking me to attend the banquet with you tonight. But the clothes delivered were all too gaudy—either emerald green or bright red. I really don’t want to wear them. Could you possibly help me find another skirt?”

“I’ll have someone notify the sewing room to make a set for you.”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip. “With only half a day’s time, how could they finish? I see your wife wearing an outfit that’s very plain and simple. Can’t you just ask her to lend me a skirt?”

Jiang Xingjian frowned in displeasure.

His grandmother would never have sent her red clothing. He wasn’t blind to Lin Jiayue’s little schemes.

“Brother Xingjian?”

The young woman pressed her lips together, her face somewhat flushed. Thinking of how she had neither father nor mother and was all alone, Jiang Xingjian softened.

“I understand.”

After speaking, he returned once more to Longxiang Studio.

Song Wan was holding a brightly colored fabric ball in her hand, teasing the cat. Her maid Heng Wu stood before the beaded curtain. Seeing Jiang Xingjian return, she curled her lip disdainfully toward her older sister Heng Zhi.

Heng Zhi glared at her, then walked before Song Wan and carried the fat cat away.

With the cat gone, Song Wan’s expression grew somewhat bland.

Jiang Xingjian said, “Jiayue wishes to borrow an outfit from you. Would that be convenient?”

“Since Miss Lin wishes to borrow something, why doesn’t she speak for herself?”

Song Wan’s wet nurse, Nanny Zhao, stood to the side. Seeing her young mistress’s cold attitude, she hurriedly smiled to smooth things over. “The young master’s return to the estate is a great joyous occasion, but until today, Madam still held the status of a widow. This wardrobe is full of plain mourning clothes—how could those be worn by an honored guest of the estate? If we truly gave them to her, that would be slighting her.”

“If that young lady doesn’t mind, Heng Wu and Heng Zhi have newly made outfits from the estate. Why don’t this old servant fetch them for you to look at?”

Jiang Xingjian looked at Song Wan’s cold expression, feeling inexplicably displeased. “Plain clothes are also acceptable. Having Jiayue wear servants’ clothing would ultimately be improper.”

Chapter 3: Words and Tongues
Song Wan showed no reaction, but Nanny Zhao and all the maids in the room grew displeased.

Their young mistress was, after all, the daughter of the Chancellor’s Estate. She had married holding a memorial tablet and remained a widow for many years. Now that Heaven had finally shown mercy and her husband had returned from the dead, how could things be like this?

Heng Wu pressed her lips together and was about to speak when Song Wan interrupted her. “Heng Zhi, take the Young Master to the dressing room.”

Heng Zhi nodded and led Jiang Xingjian out.

As soon as the two left, Heng Wu immediately placed her hands on her hips and began cursing. “What kind of thing is she? Jiayue, Jiayue—she’s nothing but an ignorant little slut who doesn’t know propriety! How is it that the Young Master treats her like a treasure, coaxing and doting on her? Servants’ clothes aren’t proper for her to wear? I think she’s not even as good as a servant! A creature who doesn’t even know how to write ‘propriety, righteousness, integrity, and shame’!”

“Miss, you didn’t hear what that little fox spirit said to the Young Master outside.”

“She told the Young Master she wanted ‘one life, one generation, one pair of people.’ Who does she think she is? Not only did she announce her personal name to a man in broad daylight, but she also returned home with a man without matchmaker or betrothal. Such frivolous behavior is worse than even a little prostitute from a brothel.”

Heng Wu rolled up her sleeves, growing angrier as she cursed. “Any girl from a decent family—which one would dare to randomly have a private relationship with a man without name or status? Doing such filthy things, what difference is there from eloping with a man? Even if in the future she’s brought into the household with a small sedan chair, it would still be adultery first, marriage later—something that wouldn’t be presentable even in poor, thin-fated families, let alone in our marquis estate!”

“Miss, will you really just let the young master elevate that base creature?”

Song Wan heard Heng Wu’s breathing grow heavy with anger and helplessly pressed her fingers to her brow.

Nanny Zhao was both Song Wan’s wet nurse and her training nanny. Hearing Heng Wu’s words, she immediately scolded her. “What nonsense are you spouting? You clearly know that woman is of lowly birth and cannot be presented in proper company, yet you want the young mistress to act jealous and bitter with her, lowering herself to that level? What would that make the young mistress?”

“Moreover, since ancient times, men taking concubines has been proper and normal. Now you would be good—trying to incite the young mistress to become a jealous wife despised by all? What difference is there between a jealous legitimate wife and a thief who disrupts the household? In the future, keep such improper words to yourself and don’t speak such nonsense before the young mistress.”

Heng Wu had already been feeling stifled. Being scolded by Nanny Zhao only made her feel even more that her young mistress was being wronged.

“A gentleman does not speak of others behind their backs. Do not discuss these matters anymore in the future.”

Song Wan spoke lightly, stopping the two from arguing with a single sentence.

Nanny Zhao glared at Heng Wu, then raised her head toward the outside. Seeing this, Heng Wu finally bit her lip and quieted down.

The marquis estate was ultimately not the Song estate. Speaking here was not comfortable. If her words and actions were improper, she would only implicate the young mistress with a reputation for being unable to discipline her servants.

Seeing her still huffing with anger, Song Wan smiled. “What are you huffing and puffing about here? If you’re bored, go play with the embroidered ball with Golden Silk Tiger. Just be careful not to let him run out of the courtyard—it wouldn’t be good if he frightened Old Madam’s mynah bird.”

Heng Wu knew the young mistress felt sorry for her. After curtsying, she silently withdrew.

But right now she had no mind to play with Golden Silk Tiger. Instead, she hurried in a few steps to the dressing room inside the main bedroom.

She couldn’t let the Young Master take the young mistress’s things and give them to that little slut.

As soon as she reached the dressing room, she saw Jiang Xingjian pointing to a light coral-colored gauze skirt with brocade trim and embroidered silver patterns, saying it was not bad.

“That one won’t do.”

Before Heng Zhi could speak, Heng Wu snatched the skirt back and rehung it in the wardrobe.

“Didn’t the Young Master notice that this entire cabinet is full of plain mourning clothes, and only this one patterned gauze skirt is different? Madam became a widow before even reaching her coming-of-age ceremony. For her entire life, she cannot wear colored clothing or use rouge and powder. Old Madam felt sorry for her and sent this outfit on the day that should have been Madam’s grand coming-of-age ceremony.”

“Madam hasn’t borne to wear it all these years, and this is the one piece you want to take away?”

Being rebuked by a maid, Jiang Xingjian felt displeased. He narrowed his eyes and was about to speak when Heng Zhi said, “Heng Wu has an impatient temperament—please don’t hold it against her, Young Master. It’s not as serious as she says. Compared to these things, slighting an honored guest of the estate would be the real discourtesy.”

Heng Zhi picked the gauze skirt back out from among the row of plain clothes, then took Song Wan’s only set of jewelry and hair ornaments from the dressing case and handed them to Jiang Xingjian.

“Women need some time to style their hair. Young Master, please hurry.”

The maid behind Jiang Xingjian received the clothing, and the two left in grand fashion.

Seeing her sister give away the young mistress’s things, Heng Wu cried out in anger. “You, you, you… Did you develop some improper thoughts seeing the Young Master return, making your heart so biased?”

Heng Zhi’s face flushed at her words. With a helpless laugh, she stretched out her finger and poked her sister’s forehead. “In the past when Nanny Zhao said you were brainless, I didn’t want to believe it. Now I see it’s truly so.”

“I have my reasons for giving that outfit to the Young Master. What are you shouting about? Hurry back and help the young mistress style her hair and change clothes.”

Even after the two returned to Longxiang Studio, Heng Wu was still muttering about how the young mistress had no clothes to wear besides plain mourning garments. Even while styling Song Wan’s hair, her little mouth kept chattering away like popping beans.

Song Wan smiled gently and waved her hand, sending the two away so she could change clothes herself.

Only after the room quieted down did she sit on the cushion, slightly lost in thought.

Heng Wu had said it—Jiang Xingjian knew that was her coming-of-age outfit, and aside from her mourning clothes, it was the only garment suitable for receiving guests. Yet he still took it and gave it to Lin Jiayue…

Outside the room, the scorching sun blazed high, yet Song Wan felt that Longxiang Studio was excessively quiet and empty. She rose and walked to the window seat, sitting down and gazing at the row of zodiac wood carvings placed at hand. She extended her slender, pale fingers and gently pushed one over.

With Jiang Xingjian’s return to the estate, tonight Old Madam Jiang had invited everyone from the eastern and western branches, both legitimate and concubine-born lines of the Jiang family, to attend a banquet at Fuhe Hall. Although everyone knew Song Wan had previously lived as a widow and never appeared before others, even so, she could not continue wearing plain mourning clothes at such a joyous occasion.

She selected a plain-colored long robe, then went to Heng Zhi’s cabinet and took out a goose-yellow embroidered crabapple soft gauze vest to wear over it. Though it still looked somewhat bland, at least it wasn’t as oppressive as before.

Song Wan looked at herself in the mirror, then casually drew two small pearl hairpins from Heng Zhi’s dressing case and fastened them in her hair.

When Heng Zhi entered the room and saw her young mistress looking like this, she too couldn’t help but redden her eyes.

Their young mistress had been pampered in the Song estate for over ten years. Just because she married Jiang Yi, she had suffered so much hardship—who could swallow such grievances?

“Don’t tell me you’re crying because you feel sorry seeing me wearing your clothing and accessories?”

Seeing Heng Zhi secretly wiping tears, Song Wan gently comforted her. “Later I’ll give you an entire set of gold-inlaid jade hair ornaments, all right?”

“Miss always teases this servant.”

Heng Zhi was amused but felt even more distressed.

Song Wan knew she was worried about her, but didn’t know how to comfort her. After thinking for a long time, she only said gently, “I know your intentions, but the marquis estate is ultimately not like our own home. Lanting Courtyard has over a hundred servants—with so many people, gossip spreads easily. You should guide Heng Wu more so she doesn’t give people something to criticize. If in the future someone catches her in a mistake, I may not be able to protect her.”

Heng Zhi nodded, indicating she understood her meaning.

When a woman marries out, it’s equivalent to separating from her maternal family. She must entirely live according to her husband’s family’s mood. If she gains her husband’s respect, those days can at least be barely tolerable. But looking at how their young master elevated Lin Jiayue today, their young mistress would likely have more suffering ahead.

Thinking of this, a highly disrespectful thought suddenly emerged in Heng Zhi’s mind.

Chapter 4: Status
Fuhe Hall was Old Madam Jiang’s courtyard and the most prestigious place in the entire Chengyang Marquis Estate. Located at the very center of the estate, it not only occupied the best position but also covered an extremely vast area. Though the younger generation in the estate came daily to pay morning and evening respects, a scene like today’s with both legitimate and concubine-born branches from the eastern and western households all present was quite rare.

As the legitimate eldest grandson’s wife of the marquis estate, Song Wan was required to help her mother-in-law manage such occasions, so she arrived earliest.

Just as she entered Old Madam Jiang’s courtyard, she encountered other concubine-born children from the estate who had come to pay respects.

Seeing the handsome young men and adorable young girls in the room, Old Madam Jiang couldn’t help but feel delighted from the bottom of her heart. She called Song Wan over and had the group of young ladies and boys come before her to introduce them one by one.

“The child at the front is Yi’er’s younger brother Jiang Yan, only two years younger than Yi’er. This boy is well-behaved and knows propriety—he’s never been mischievous and annoying like other boys.”

“The smaller one is Jiang Ang, just turned ten this year. He can be considered an adult now, but he’s not as refined and scholarly as his two elder brothers.”

“These three girls are your Third Sister, Fifth Sister, and Sixth Sister. When you have time in the future, you must guide and look after them. If they can develop your gentle and soft temperament, only then will I be at ease.”

Song Wan smiled and agreed, then looked at Jiang Xingjian’s several younger siblings.

In the past, as a widow, it had been improper for her to meet the male members of the household. Old Madam and Madam Jiang had exempted her from morning and evening respects, so in the six years since marrying into the marquis estate, she wasn’t very familiar with these younger siblings of Jiang Xingjian. Only Jiang Yan had she met once or twice.

Jiang Yan was two years younger than Jiang Xingjian. By rights, he should have reached his capping ceremony age, but she hadn’t just heard Old Madam mention his courtesy name—perhaps his birthday hadn’t arrived yet.

“Greetings to Sister-in-law.”

“Second Brother, Third Sister, Fourth Brother, Fifth Sister, Sixth Brother—my greetings.”

Song Wan returned the courtesy, then gestured for Heng Wu to bring forth a large lacquered mother-of-pearl tray and distribute the auspicious items on it to each person one by one.

When Jiang Yan received his red envelope, he lifted his head to glance at Song Wan, then quickly lowered it again.

The masters inside were conversing merrily when suddenly a commotion arose outside. Song Wan looked out to see Jiang Xingjian arriving at Fuhe Hall with Lin Jiayue.

Lin Jiayue wore precisely that light coral-colored brocade-trimmed silver-embroidered gauze skirt. The skirt’s color was elegant, and the matching jewelry was all primarily plain and light. Though it appeared refined and tasteful, it didn’t suit Lin Jiayue’s age.

Though the children were young, having been born into noble households unlike common people, they already understood things by age seven or eight. Seeing the two arrive, they fell silent one by one.

Lin Jiayue paid no mind to the atmosphere that had grown cold because of her. She generously walked before Old Madam Jiang with a gentle, smiling face. Jiang Xingjian also seemed intent on having her grow closer to Old Madam, so he sat nearby accompanying them.

Unable to bear watching these two, Song Wan led Heng Zhi and Heng Wu to retreat to the doorway, quietly admiring the flowers and plants in Old Madam’s room.

“Sister-in-law.”

Song Wan looked up to see Jiang Yan standing beside her. She smiled slightly and made room for him at her side.

Jiang Yan didn’t move, stopping at a position one step away from her.

Looking at the dignified, radiant woman before him with starry eyes that seemed to contain reproach, Jiang Yan felt all the blood in his veins heat up. That surging passion made his hands tremble slightly.

But he had always been restrained. The excitement flowing through his bones and blood was all suppressed deep in his heart, transforming only into two words that lingered tenderly on his tongue.

“Sister-in-law…”

Song Wan nodded with a smile, her bearing carrying obvious distance.

Jiang Yan didn’t mind. He shifted his gaze away from Song Wan, but his voice still carried a barely detectable hoarseness. “This year I’m having my capping ceremony and should also choose a courtesy name. These past few days I just thought of the two characters ‘Yu Chi’—I wonder what Sister-in-law thinks?”

Song Wan froze, not understanding why Jiang Yan would bring this up with her.

“Yu Chi?”

She repeated softly. Jiang Yan’s heart trembled, then he revealed an extremely restrained smile.

“What are Second Brother and my wife discussing?”

Jiang Xingjian had somehow appeared beside the two of them. He looked down, scrutinizing Jiang Yan, privately noting that the other had changed considerably.

When he left the estate that year, Jiang Yan had been only twelve or thirteen. Though mature for his age, he had been far from possessing today’s bearing.

He wore a purple-gold patterned arrow-sleeved outer robe, his feet in Xiang-colored court boots, his black hair bound with a silver hairpin—his entire person appeared exceptionally sharp and handsome. Only his complexion was too pale, and he was slightly thin. Though at first glance he had a kind of refined, scholarly air like warm jade, Jiang Xingjian could detect in those ink-black eyes both ambition and inexplicable fervor.

“Your face is flushed red. Are you feeling unwell?”

Jiang Xingjian’s brow slightly raised, his expression indifferent.

Jiang Yan bowed slightly. “Thank you for Elder Brother’s concern. I’m fine—it’s just that with so many people crowding the room, I came here to get some air.”

The two spoke with peaceful tones, presenting an appearance of brotherly harmony. Yet Song Wan suddenly thought that if Jiang Xingjian hadn’t returned, the position of Marquis of Chengyang would inevitably have fallen to Jiang Yan. But now that was absolutely impossible.

Thinking that in the future the estate might see a drama of fraternal conflict, she felt it was rather distasteful.

“Husband and younger brother-in-law should chat first. I’ll go help Mother arrange the meal.”

Song Wan had no heart for small talk with them, so she led her wet nurse and maids to the inner hall. Old Madam Jiang, Madam Jiang, and Lin Jiayue were in the room. Madam Jiang looked at the outfit Lin Jiayue wore with both anger and anxiety. Her ancestors had been military generals, and she herself had learned little of rules and propriety from childhood. Only after marrying into the marquis estate had she cultivated her temperament somewhat, but she couldn’t remain as composed as Old Madam Jiang and Song Wan.

She swept her gaze over Lin Jiayue once, then asked coldly, “Old Madam sent you clothing—why did you insist on seizing Wan’er’s coming-of-age outfit?”

Lin Jiayue didn’t understand what a coming-of-age outfit was, but guessed the clothes she wore must have some significance. She only wanted to prove that in Jiang Xingjian’s heart, she was more important than that wife who existed only in name. As for Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang, she had never thought of offending them.

Therefore, Lin Jiayue smiled apologetically. “The clothing Old Madam Jiang sent was naturally excellent, but it didn’t quite fit me. Brother Xingjian helped me find another set.”

“Before Old Madam, constantly saying ‘you’ and ‘I’—who knows what kind of family raised such manners.”

Madam Jiang frowned at Lin Jiayue, feeling increasingly stifled. The maid beside her, seeing her mistress’s displeasure, stepped forward. “It’s not entirely Miss Lin’s fault. Coming from a small household, naturally she doesn’t understand our estate’s rules. Madam needn’t worry—when this servant first entered the estate, she was also this rash and ignorant of propriety. In the future, we just need to find a nanny to teach and guide her.”

Lin Jiayue had been smiling apologetically all day. Hearing these words now, she finally couldn’t bear it. She looked at that maid and laughed coldly. “Though my family isn’t some illustrious scholarly household, we are a hidden clan of China. It’s normal that you haven’t heard of us, but I cannot bear the label of ‘small household.'”

As she said this, Song Wan was just coming toward the inner hall. Though dressed plainly and simply, her overall dignified bearing and temperament were completely incomparable to ordinary people.

Lin Jiayue looked on feeling stifled, but thinking that this person was also a victim of feudal times, the thorns in her heart dissipated somewhat.

She took a deep breath and said with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, “My family specializes in various ingenious arts and techniques, beneficial to scholars, farmers, artisans, and merchants alike. Jiang Xingjian invited me to the marquis estate because he knows my capabilities and specifically requested my presence.”

Chapter 5: Consummation
After Lin Jiayue finished speaking, she felt quite pleased with herself. She thought everyone would view her differently, but Madam Jiang only glanced at her once without any further reaction.

“Grandmother, Mother, it’s time to take our seats.”

After Song Wan entered, the group of people—masters and maids together—departed. Only then did Lin Jiayue’s face flush red as she snorted coldly.

When the maid from Jiang Xingjian’s side came to find her, Lin Jiayue followed along to the main hall.

The marquis estate’s wealth exceeded her imagination. Just a family banquet featured over a hundred delicacies on the table, with countless gold, silver, and porcelain vessels.

She secretly clicked her tongue in amazement, yet couldn’t help but curse a few times internally about such extravagant luxury and debauchery.

“Miss Lin, please come with me this way.”

“What’s your name?”

The maid respectfully answered with the two characters “Huai Su,” then invited Lin Jiayue to approach the table.

To Old Madam Jiang’s left sat Madam Jiang, to her right sat Jiang Xingjian, while Song Wan wasn’t seated beside him but rather next to Madam Jiang.

Seeing no one beside Jiang Xingjian, Lin Jiayue naturally sat down. But as soon as she sat, she drew everyone’s attention. Over a hundred pairs of eyes made her feel as if sitting on pins and needles—even her scalp tingled.

Huai Su’s face also reddened. She had never imagined Lin Jiayue would be so lacking in propriety. She lowered her head and leaned toward the other’s ear, whispering, “This is Second Master Yan’s seat. Miss Lin, please come with me.”

Lin Jiayue paused and turned to look at Jiang Xingjian.

In small matters, Jiang Xingjian might indulge her, but regarding such rules of hierarchy and propriety, even Old Madam Jiang, who held the position of estate mistress, could not break them. Jiang Xingjian frowned, faintly revealing displeasure. Lin Jiayue had no choice but to stand up feeling aggrieved and follow behind Huai Su.

Just when she thought she would be seated beside Song Wan, Huai Su led her all the way to a position almost opposite the head seat. Even if she didn’t understand the marquis estate’s rules, she knew this place was approximately the lowest-status position.

Lin Jiayue bit her teeth, her entire face flushing red—whether from anger or shame was unclear.

When she reached the spot and wanted to sit down, Huai Su pulled her back. She turned around about to explode, but saw Huai Su give her a meaningful look.

Lin Jiayue lifted her head to see that everyone was taking their seats one by one according to status and rank. Her heart tightened. She bit her teeth and waited until the person beside her sat down before sitting on the stool. Just as she was about to settle in, Huai Su lightly tapped her back.

Having suppressed her feelings all evening, Lin Jiayue felt she was approaching the edge of collapse. She abruptly twisted her body and shook off Huai Su’s hand.

The ten-year-old young lady beside her looked at her with surprise.

Lin Jiayue knew that in the eyes of these noble young ladies, her behavior must have been extremely improper. But she was truly too lazy to care.

She simply picked up her chopsticks to take some food, but hesitated and couldn’t help but lift her head to observe everyone at the table. Only then did she discover that except for her, not one of the dozen or so masters at the table had moved their chopsticks.

Her heart trembled, and she awkwardly withdrew her hand.

Having suffered enough losses, she finally developed the inclination to watch how others behaved.

After observing a full circle, she felt even more uncomfortable.

First, she saw the young lady beside her sitting with her body only slightly on the edge of the chair, her face not directed toward the plate before her but slightly angled toward Old Madam Jiang’s direction.

No wonder when she first sat down, Huai Su had tapped her back—clearly this sitting posture was problematic.

Looking more carefully, indeed everyone sat this way.

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, her face cold and severe. But ultimately unable to overcome her inner awkwardness, she still leaned her body and lightly sat at the edge.

Among those dining in the marquis estate were a dozen or so masters, plus their personally attending maids and wet nurses, as well as serving girls bringing dishes. Over a hundred people shuttled back and forth throughout the entire main hall, yet not a single cough or sound of bowls and plates clinking could be heard.

The dining environment was completely silent, making Lin Jiayue extremely uncomfortable.

Moreover, she hadn’t grown up learning various rules from childhood. After sitting in this half-seated position for just a short while, she felt her back ache and her head spin. Combined with traveling for days with Jiang Xingjian and the shock of suddenly learning upon arriving at the marquis estate that he had a wife, after all this turmoil she was exhausted both physically and mentally. Now seeing the table full of delicious delicacies before her eyes, she couldn’t help but feel ravenous hunger.

She stole a glance at Song Wan and saw her eating. Feeling relaxed, she lifted her chopsticks and took a dish that she couldn’t tell whether it was pork knuckle or pork elbow.

Just as she placed it in her bowl, the young lady beside her once again looked at her with undisguised surprise.

This one glance nearly made Lin Jiayue jump up in anger.

“Among family, there’s no need to observe so many rules while eating. Just enjoy yourselves.”

When Old Madam Jiang spoke, she didn’t feel comforted but rather experienced a sense of shame at being exposed.

Lin Jiayue bit her teeth, hesitating repeatedly, forcing herself to maintain the last bit of dignity as she put the chopsticks in her mouth. The meat was tender, fresh, and sweet, with a very unique flavor, but she felt it was no different from chewing wax.

After eating one bite, she couldn’t eat anything else. Her entire focus was placed on observing Song Wan.

She saw that from the start of the meal, Song Wan had never reached for any dish herself. Each dish was brought before Old Madam Jiang first. After she tasted it, only then would the other maids serving their masters use delicate pearl-inlaid silver chopsticks and silver spoons to select three to five dishes and place them in small bowls before each master.

Except for the maids serving food and Lin Jiayue, no one used chopsticks to take food themselves. Lin Jiayue watched helplessly as all the ladies ate only three, five, or seven bites before setting down their chopsticks, as if even the number of dishes taken and bites eaten had regulations.

A thorn seemed lodged in her heart, especially when she saw the servants delivering dishes bring all the food before Old Madam Jiang, deliberately skipping over the one dish she had taken from. This humiliation and anger reached its peak and lasted until the meal ended.

“Grandmother, please have tea.”

After the meal, Song Wan stayed by Old Madam Jiang’s side serving her tea, while Jiang Xingjian led Jiang Yan and the other concubine-born brothers to see off the western branch uncles.

With the men leaving the main hall, the atmosphere in the room immediately relaxed somewhat.

Old Madam Jiang lightly sipped the tea Song Wan handed her and smiled. “Is this tea brewed with plum water?”

Madam Jiang replied, “Old Madam is truly remarkable—I couldn’t taste it just now.”

“This is indeed plum water. Wan’er collected it last winter from the snow on the plum blossoms in the courtyard. Using it to brew tea not only carries the plum fragrance but is also more clear and smooth than ordinary spring water.”

Old Madam Jiang knew that in the past when Song Wan lived as a widow, her entire days consisted only of reading and worshipping Buddha with nothing else to do. With no children under her care and normally unable to leave the courtyard, she could only do such things to pass those difficult-to-pass days. Just thinking about it made her heart ache. Seeing Lin Jiayue following closely behind Jiang Xingjian, she inevitably felt displeased.

She spoke to her head maid Baozhu behind her. “Go have the storeroom send red candles and celebratory bedding to Lanting Courtyard. That place looks gray and dreary—it’s depressing just to look at.”

After Old Madam Jiang gave these instructions, she said to Song Wan, “Now that Yi’er has returned, your mother and I absolutely will not let you suffer any more grievances. Tonight, you and Yi’er should consummate your marriage. Once you bear a child or two in the future, this marquis estate will truly be yours to manage.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan’s face suddenly flushed crimson. First she felt somewhat embarrassed, then her brows faintly furrowed.

Chapter 6: Threat
“Your grandmother knows you’ve always been proper, but after all, a woman cannot be too distant from her own husband. When Yi’er returns, you should take tonight to get close and intimate with him properly.”

Song Wan’s face grew even redder at Old Madam Jiang’s words. Seeing her shy expression, the old lady gave her a gentle push: “Go on, go find Yi’er. What’s the point of spending all day keeping two old folks company?”

Mother Jiang also smiled and nodded, urging Song Wan to seek out Jiang Xingjian.

Just as she turned past the jade-green screen, Song Wan heard Mother Jiang say to Madam Jiang: “That Lin family girl is truly laughable—her conduct and speech reek of affected, low-class mannerisms, yet she still dares boast about coming from a reclusive clan. I’d very much like to know which clan behaves so discourteously, and which clan produces young ladies so base and frivolous, with no self-respect.”

Old Madam Jiang sighed deeply: “Though that woman lacks gentle grace and puts on coquettish airs, she is rather loose in character. But you shouldn’t make things too difficult for her. After all, Yi’er brought her back. After not seeing each other for six years, it would be improper for you mother and son to harm your relationship over such a creature.”

Song Wan left the room, unaware of what else the two discussed.

Outside the door, Lin Jiayue, Jiang Xingjian, and Jiang Yan stood together. Song Wan had just reached the main hall when she heard Lin Jiayue say with a mocking smile: “The marquis manor certainly has grand rules. Are these rules so numerous they prevent people from eating? Is that why everyone just licked their chopsticks and left the table?”

Both Jiang Xingjian and Jiang Yan frowned at these words, and even several servants in the courtyard showed disdainful expressions.

They had never seen any young lady speak so crudely.

Seeing everyone’s reaction, Lin Jiayue felt even more uncomfortable. She looked at Jiang Xingjian and said: “Jiang Yi, I didn’t come back to the marquis manor with you to be mistreated.”

That address of “Jiang Yi” made everyone’s eyes widen. Jiang Yan even looked at her with some interest, but upon turning and seeing Song Wan standing behind them with a pale face, he restrained himself somewhat. After thinking briefly, he took half a step back, revealing the figures of Lin Jiayue and Jiang Xingjian.

“You little wench, how dare you address the master by his personal name?”

A plump-figured servant woman stepped forward: “Who taught you to call people by name? In the entire marquis manor, from top to bottom, besides Old Madam and the mistress, who can address the young master by his personal name? You little wench, where did you learn such manners?”

“Between men and women, without a matchmaker’s mediation, they should not know each other’s names. Don’t you understand even this basic principle? If you don’t know proper etiquette, don’t drag our young master down with you.”

“Nanny Li.”

Just as Lin Jiayue was furious at being scolded and wanted Jiang Xingjian to properly discipline this servant, she saw him greeting the old woman cordially. Her nose suddenly stung and tears welled up.

Seeing this, the nanny gave a cold snort: “Coquettish posturing, shameless behavior.”

“You!”

Lin Jiayue rolled up her sleeves and looked at Jiang Xingjian with reddened eyes: “Jiang Yi, tell me—can I address you by your name or not?”

Before Jiang Xingjian could speak, Jiang Yan said: “The Book of Rites states that after one’s capping ceremony, one is addressed by their courtesy name out of respect for one’s personal name. Before one’s lord or father, the personal name may be used, but others should use the courtesy name. Miss, you truly cannot address my elder brother by his personal name—such behavior is tantamount to insult.”

Nanny Li nodded repeatedly at these words: “Any young lady from a literate family would understand this principle. Even if the young master wanted to protect you, he cannot break ancestral rules.”

“Brother Xingjian…”

Tears like large beans rolled down her face. Lin Jiayue bit her lip, turned, and walked away. Jiang Xingjian frowned, wanting to chase after her, but was stopped by Nanny Li.

“Young Master, what are you doing?”

Jiang Xingjian said: “Her ignorance of propriety is due to my failure to teach her properly. I’ll instruct her in the future, and when the time comes, I’ll need to trouble you to assist from the side.”

After speaking, he went to find Lin Jiayue.

Jiang Yan watched the two figures’ backs, raising his eyebrows slightly.

“After a day’s hard work, Nanny must be exhausted.”

Song Wan emerged from the room. Nanny Li moved to bow to her but was stopped: “Since you are both Mother’s dowry servant and my husband’s wet nurse, Wan’er cannot accept such courtesy.”

Nanny Li replied: “Young Mistress, you must never say such things—it would be too much honor for this old servant.”

“Mother drank several cups of tea tonight, so she’ll likely be busy during the night. You should take care of yourself and not do everything personally. If you’re tired, call those young ones to take action—don’t wear yourself out.”

Song Wan signaled for Heng Zhi to give Nanny Li one tael of silver, and smilingly said the summer heat had been strong lately, telling her to buy some iced drinks.

Nanny Li accepted with a beaming smile, thanking her profusely: “Everyone in the manor knows that Young Mistress is kind and gentle. No wonder Old Madam and the mistress always praised you endlessly. Those from small, insignificant households truly cannot compare to even a single strand of Young Mistress’s hair.”

Song Wan smiled and had Heng Wu escort her back to Mother Jiang’s Jiangxiang Courtyard, then nodded to Jiang Yan in acknowledgment before walking with Heng Zhi toward Lanting Courtyard.

Seeing her composed expression, as if completely unaffected by Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue, Jiang Yan felt an inexplicable sense of loss. Just as he was about to leave, he suddenly noticed a plain white handkerchief fallen on the ground.

In the marquis manor, only Song Wan used plain-colored handkerchiefs.

He stared at the handkerchief for a long time before saying to a young maid in a stone-blue brocade skirt nearby: “The young mistress dropped something. Wash it clean and send it to her courtyard.”

The little maid nodded dazedly, her small face blushing deeply.

At the banquet, Jiang Yan had drunk several cups of wine. Ordinarily his alcohol tolerance was quite good, and this amount was nothing. But today, after just three to five cups, he felt somewhat dizzy. Not only was his chest racing and pounding excessively, but his head also buzzed from time to time, with a graceful, swaying figure appearing over and over again, leaving him no peace.

Finally making it back to Yuling Study, Jiang Yan removed his outer robe and lay directly on the arhat daybed in the second hall.

“Second Young Master?”

Jiang Yan opened his eyes and saw it was Qing Zhai holding a cloth soaked in hot water to cleanse his face, so he sat up.

“Was I just sleeping?”

Qing Zhai respectfully replied: “You fell asleep as soon as you returned, but not for long.”

“What is it?”

Jiang Yan took the cloth and wiped his face himself. When he lowered his hand, he saw the small embroidered characters on the corner of the handkerchief and somehow became lost in thought again.

After kneeling to collect the copper basin and cloth, handing them to a second-rank maid in the room, Qing Zhai said while helping Jiang Yan change clothes: “A young servant from the outer courtyard came, saying he has urgent business with you. This servant asked several times but he wouldn’t say what it was. Thinking it must truly be important, this servant woke you up.”

“Have him go to the study.”

Jiang Yan frowned, dressed, and went to the study.

Not long after he sat down, a thin-framed servant with darting eyes and a restless air entered. As soon as he entered the room, he pulled an oiled paper package from his chest and placed it on the desk.

The young servant grinned: “Although Young Master Yi is the legitimate son of the marquis manor, my family has relied heavily on Second Young Master’s support these past years. Without you, this lowly one would have been gone long ago.”

“This servant has always kept this kindness in his heart. Now I’ve finally found an opportunity to repay Second Young Master—it truly doesn’t waste this lowly one’s sincere devotion to you.”

Looking at the filthy oiled paper from which peeked a corner of something soft and pure white, Jiang Yan’s temple throbbed, and his forehead began to ache sharply.

Chapter 7: Silencing
He raised his hand to press his brow. His ten fingers were distinctly jointed, slender and refined as jade. The young servant watched with secret envy.

From a pair of hands alone, one could see this person’s grace and nobility.

“Well then, tell me how you plan to repay me?”

Jiang Yan leaned back, his tone carrying a hint of languidness. He didn’t even look at the young servant, yet his gaze swept over that glimpse of pure white several times.

“In answer to Second Young Master, this lowly one only knows that these six years you’ve managed the marquis manor—even without great merit, you’ve worked hard. Why should Young Master Yi be able to claim the ready-made title as soon as he returns? These years, you’ve clearly been the one supporting the manor. Now just as the title is about to be bestowed, Young Master Yi swoops in to snatch it away. It’s truly regrettable.”

Jiang Yan gave a lazy, mocking laugh: “You merely think that since I’ve held control of the marquis manor for six years, I have better prospects than my elder brother, and you want to use this to rise up. There’s no need to make it sound so noble.”

Seeing that eyesore of oiled paper again, Jiang Yan seemed unable to bear it. He extended two fingers and pulled out the handkerchief that still carried a faint cold plum fragrance.

“Truly worthy of being Second Young Master—your actions are so straightforward.”

Jiang Yan paid no mind to his empty words and flattery, only carefully placing that handkerchief to one side.

“Speak plainly. I have no time to waste with you.”

Seeing Jiang Yan’s impatient expression, he hurriedly said: “This lowly one has thought it through. Soon after Young Master Yi returns to the manor, he’ll submit a memorial to inherit the title. As the legitimate son of the marquis manor, his inheritance is proper and justified. But this lowly one truly cannot stand such injustice, so I’ve devised a method to prevent him from smoothly inheriting the title.”

“Everyone knows that Young Mistress was personally raised by her aunt, Consort Yun, who has cherished Young Mistress most dearly all these years. Now Consort Yun enjoys great favor. This lowly one thought that if something were to happen to Young Mistress in the manor, Young Master Yi would certainly be implicated.”

Jiang Yan looked up, unable to suppress a hint of mocking laughter: “Continue.”

“This lowly one thought that if Young Mistress were discovered having an affair with someone in the manor and subsequently punished, it might provoke Consort Yun’s fury.”

“If later Consort Yun investigates and discovers that all these events were orchestrated by Young Master Yi, merely to clear the legitimate wife position for that young lady he brought back to the manor, what do you suppose would happen, Second Young Master?”

“You want me to guess?”

Jiang Yan narrowed his eyes slightly, as if truly pondering the scene of Consort Yun furiously punishing Jiang Xingjian.

The young servant’s face was full of delight, as if he had already seen himself commanding wind and rain, becoming the first person at the side of the Marquis of Chengyang.

“You do have some quick wit. Which household are you from?”

Jiang Yan stood up, took the plain handkerchief from the desk, and walked to the washing stand, gently beginning to wash it. The young servant watched with incomprehension but still replied: “This lowly one is not a household-born servant. The head steward bought me into the manor the year before last. This lowly one usually serves in the attendant quarters and is quite familiar with the young servants from various courtyards.”

After washing the handkerchief clean, Jiang Yan removed all the famous calligraphy brush holders from the rack one by one and hung the handkerchief up to dry.

“What is your relationship with that fourth-rank maid from today?”

The young servant answered: “She’s my younger sister. The head steward was kind-hearted and allowed us both to enter the manor together, so we’d have someone to look after each other.”

Jiang Yan bent down halfway and smoothed out the wrinkles on the handkerchief bit by bit. Only when there wasn’t a single crease did he stand up. He walked to the treasure cabinet, took down a chi-dragon patterned bronze incense burner the size of a ball, and viciously smashed it onto the back of the young servant’s head.

With a loud thud, the man collapsed and breathed his last.

Tossing the bronze incense burner on the ground, Jiang Yan called Qing Zhai in.

“Second Young…”

Seeing the pool of blood spreading on the floor, Qing Zhai was frightened out of her wits. However, she dared not cry out and could only firmly cover her mouth.

Jiang Yan washed his hands and said: “Dispose of this carefully. In Old Madam’s courtyard there’s also a fourth-rank maid who’s family with him. Find some pretext to sell her off.”

“This… this servant understands.”

Qing Zhai fetched a cushion from the room to wipe up the scarlet bloodstains on the floor, but Jiang Yan seemed completely unconcerned that there was a corpse in his study. He only lifted that handkerchief from the brush rack, carefully folded it neatly, and held it in his palm.

Returning to his bedchamber, Jiang Yan pulled out a white jade box from the bottom drawer of his writing desk and placed the handkerchief inside.

No one knew Jiang Yan’s thoughts. Yuling Study remained as quiet and silent as always, but Lanting Courtyard was quite lively tonight.

Bright red wedding candles, a bright red wedding quilt embroidered with mandarin ducks, scarlet red curtains, dawn-red porcelain vessels, and even silver basins and buckets tied with red silk were continuously sent into Lanting Courtyard.

Song Wan looked at the main hall piled full of items, her face wooden as she had Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Xiang Cao, and Lv Zhu carry them into the room.

Aside from Nanny Zhao, none of the master and servants of Lanting Courtyard showed any joy on their faces.

“Miss, this bedding…”

Song Wan stroked the belly-up Golden Silk Tiger and said indifferently: “No need to change it. Just store it in the main kitchen.”

“Miss.”

Nanny Zhao picked up the wedding quilt, frowning: “Today is the day you and the young master consummate your marriage. How can you not change to the wedding quilt? If the young master sees this later, he’ll think you’re dissatisfied with him.”

After speaking, she went alone to arrange things on the canopy bed.

Song Wan guessed that Jiang Xingjian wouldn’t come tonight anyway, so she was too lazy to dampen her wet nurse’s enthusiasm.

Seeing that their mistress hadn’t objected, the young maids in the room followed Nanny Zhao’s lead and carried the bright red bedding into the inner hall one by one. Just as they were walking into the room, they encountered Jiang Xingjian head-on.

All the maids and servants in the room came forward to pay their respects, but only Song Wan, holding the listless Golden Silk Tiger, sat on the beauty couch without moving an inch.

“Young Master…”

The young maid held the bright red bedding. With wedding candles mixed with floral fragrance burning in the room, Jiang Xingjian turned to look at Song Wan, only to see her sitting motionlessly in a moon-white gauze robe, showing no intention whatsoever of sharing a bed with him.

His eyes gradually darkened, and suspicion arose in his heart.

Lightly lifting his robe hem to sit before Song Wan, Jiang Xingjian furrowed his brows as if wanting to say something. Yet whether it was the full room of red silk lending an enchanting and ambiguous atmosphere, or the warmly fragrant wedding candles making him feel dazed, the words he wanted to say and ask suddenly stopped at his lips.

He sat too close. The man’s tall frame carried a strong sense of oppression, making Song Wan unconsciously hold the Golden Silk Tiger tighter. Her cheeks gradually showed hints of crimson, and her fair neck also revealed a light cherry pink.

This shy and charming appearance caused Jiang Xingjian’s heart to flutter slightly.

He suddenly recalled the day he left the capital six years ago. He had borrowed his mother’s name to invite her to see him off. Before departing, he had gently inserted a white jade plum blossom hairpin he’d carved himself into her hair.

Song Wan had been just like this then—her face full of shyness but still strictly observing propriety, not daring to approach him even slightly.

In his impression, this person was both obedient and somewhat stubbornly principled, like a child who wanted to ask for candy but was too embarrassed to speak up.

The Golden Silk Tiger, being held too tightly, protested with whimpers. Song Wan felt distressed and quickly placed it on the bed.

Jiang Xingjian looked at the embroidered cat bed beside the pillow and frowned deeply.

“It sleeps here?”

Song Wan stood up to distance herself from Jiang Xingjian and spoke indifferently: “Does my husband have something to tell me?”

Jiang Xingjian said: “This is my room. May I not come?”

Seeing Song Wan not answer, he restrained his expression and said seriously: “I do indeed have a matter to discuss with you.”

“Jiayue doesn’t understand the marquis manor’s etiquette, nor does she know common proprieties. Since you have nothing to do, how about teaching her proper conduct and rules?”

Chapter 8: Jealousy
Hearing this, Song Wan said: “It’s late. Husband, you should rest early. Tomorrow morning we still need to pay respects to Grandmother.”

After speaking, she instructed Heng Wu to fetch water for removing her makeup and paid no more attention to Jiang Xingjian.

Having been rebuffed, he found it difficult to bring the matter up again and left the main room rather unhappily.

After removing her makeup and letting down her hair, Song Wan leaned against the bright red python-patterned cushion, slightly lost in thought.

“Meow…”

The Golden Silk Tiger jumped up from the floor, as if able to sense her mood, constantly tilting its head and nuzzling against Song Wan. Its fluffy big head rubbed back and forth in Song Wan’s palm, occasionally lightly touching her palm with its warm little nose.

“Have you finished your meat soup? Or do you want me to play with you?”

The Golden Silk Tiger was extremely intelligent, as if it could understand Song Wan’s words, and meowed softly twice more. After years of companionship, they had developed some mutual understanding. Song Wan stroked the plump little cat paws and drew it into her embrace. The Golden Silk Tiger hummed contentedly as it found a comfortable position and fell asleep.

Song Wan smiled as she combed through its fur with her fingertips, quietly listening to its purring.

The turmoil in her heart disappeared with each contented rumble. Song Wan looked at the row of wood carvings placed on the window sill, casually picked one up and handed it to Heng Wu: “Throw it away.”

Heng Wu was surprised: “Miss, you’ve always treasured these most…”

“Give it to me.”

Heng Zhi took the wood carving from Heng Wu’s hand and ran out quite efficiently, casually tossing it into the flower bed.

Looking at the now incomplete set of wood carvings, Song Wan felt a slight ache in her heart. Yet feeling the warmth the Golden Silk Tiger transmitted from within her embrace gave her inexplicable peace of mind.

Early the next morning, she rose early and let the Heng sisters help her dress and arrange her hair. She was in the middle of applying makeup when a kindly-faced servant woman came to the courtyard seeking an audience.

“Good Mother, you’ve come so early?”

The woman smiled: “The embroidery room has Young Mistress’s measurements. This old servant thought that Young Mistress usually wears plain clothes and doesn’t have many brightly colored garments, so I had the girls rush to make several sets overnight. Moreover, Old Madam and the mistress had us open the storeroom to select the finest fabrics for Young Mistress to choose from.”

Heng Zhi received the clothes and shoes, then had Heng Wu fetch several strings of coins from the room: “Thank you for your trouble. Please take this to buy tea and fruit for the girls in the embroidery room to refresh themselves.”

The woman smiled as she took the money, left behind several bolts of fabric that Song Wan had selected, and then departed. Due to handling this small matter, the master and servants were delayed for a moment when leaving. By the time they reached the courtyard, Jiang Xingjian was already waiting there.

“My apologies for keeping husband waiting.”

Song Wan made a slight curtsy and stopped half a step behind Jiang Xingjian: “Husband, please go first.”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, quite displeased with this manner that was so polite it bordered on distant. However, as it was getting late and there was no reason to keep the elders waiting, he didn’t mention anything else.

Morning and evening attendance was a required practice for every younger generation member of the marquis manor. If Old Madam Jiang kept them for a meal, it would be delayed until after the hour of the snake.

Lin Jiayue had waited in Xiuyan Pavilion for quite a while without seeing the two return. She was already somewhat resentful. When she saw Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan return together—that picture of the handsome and elegant man with the gentle and beautiful woman—it made her even more sour with jealousy.

“Brother Xingjian.”

The two had just passed through the hanging flower gate when Lin Jiayue called out loudly.

Huai Su looked up at her and sighed helplessly.

“Brother Xingjian, do you have any plans today? If you’re free, how about taking Yue’er to tour the capital?”

She felt like she would suffocate after just one day in the marquis manor. Moreover, with Huai Su following her around constantly pointing out that this wasn’t allowed and that wasn’t permitted, it was truly vexing.

Jiang Xingjian had just freed his arm from Lin Jiayue’s grasp when Song Wan had already returned to the main courtyard. He pressed his brow and gave Huai Su a meaningful look.

“If Miss has nothing to do, why don’t this servant accompany you on a tour of the manor?”

“What, I’m not allowed to go out?”

Huai Su said: “Women of the inner quarters indeed should not go out and show their faces publicly. Moreover, there is a rule that women should not peer beyond the middle gate without cause. This propriety passed down by our ancestors truly cannot be broken.”

Lin Jiayue’s expression stiffened. She laughed coldly: “Don’t tell me all the women of the marquis manor cannot leave their courtyards?”

“If there is no important matter, it is indeed so.”

“Brother Xingjian…”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip and looked at Jiang Xingjian: “You truly cannot accompany Yue’er out for a stroll? What if Yue’er simply wants to go out today?”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t answer. Huai Su said: “It’s not impossible for Miss Lin to leave the manor, but the inner quarters of the marquis manor have many rules. Old Madam and the mistress absolutely cannot tolerate those with loose conduct. For the sake of the other women of the marquis manor, if Miss Lin goes out, I’m afraid it will be difficult for her to return to the inner quarters.”

“Ha.” Lin Jiayue laughed coldly: “You keep saying the marquis manor has many rules, but how is it that before the master speaks, you as a servant speak first?”

Huai Su said: “This servant has overstepped.”

After speaking, she retreated behind Jiang Xingjian and said no more.

Yet Lin Jiayue could see no sign of remorse in her demeanor.

Jiang Xingjian said with displeasure: “Huai Su originally served in Old Madam’s quarters. Having come from Old Madam’s room, her status is naturally not comparable to other servants.”

By rights, as Jiang Xingjian’s personal maid, Huai Su should have been elevated to the status of concubine. However, due to the sudden changes in the manor and Jiang Xingjian’s departure, this status had never been formally established. Now it was awkward to bring up.

If one were to be particular about it, Lin Jiayue should actually address her as elder sister. But Huai Su had always handled matters prudently and had no intention of competing jealously with Lin Jiayue, so she had never spoken of it.

Seeing Lin Jiayue biting her lip with an aggrieved expression, Jiang Xingjian said: “Since you’re uncomfortable living in the marquis manor, why don’t I buy you a residence outside?”

“I don’t want that.”

If she left the marquis manor, wouldn’t she truly become a kept woman?

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened: “Does Brother Xingjian not want that gunpowder formula anymore?”

Jiang Xingjian glanced at her and stopped mentioning buying an outside residence.

Today’s farce was thus glossed over.

Having been away from the capital for six years, Jiang Xingjian naturally had many matters to handle. After instructing Huai Su to continue teaching Lin Jiayue the marquis manor’s rules, he went out to visit friends.

Huai Su knew Lin Jiayue didn’t welcome her, so she called over two maids named Xieyi and Ling Yun.

“The mistress has business with me today. You two accompany Miss Lin and take good care of her.”

The two nodded, and Huai Su went to Jiangxiang Courtyard to find Mother Jiang.

“One leaves and two more watchers arrive.”

Lin Jiayue felt irritable and randomly found a place to sit. Xieyi wanted to give her some guidance but was held back by Ling Yun.

The two were second-rank maids serving Jiang Xingjian and had been very busy these past days. Now having to watch over a constantly troublesome Lin Jiayue naturally bred resentment.

Seeing that there was no one else in the courtyard, Ling Yun became lazy and sneaked into the artificial mountain to cool off. Xieyi told her to keep watch and went off to attend to other matters.

After sitting in the covered corridor for most of the day, Lin Jiayue finally felt somewhat better. She was about to return to her room for some water to relieve the heat when she saw a large, chubby orange cat walking unsteadily along the corridor.

The orange cat was so fat its cheeks were perfectly round. Combined with a pair of big eyes, it looked exceptionally adorable.

Lin Jiayue was delighted to see the Golden Silk Tiger and quickly went forward to scoop it into her arms. Just as she was about to take it back to her room, she saw Ling Yun rush out from the artificial mountain.

“Miss Lin, this is Young Mistress’s treasured pet that she’s raised for many years—the kind she carries in her arms all day. You must be very careful not to hurt it.”

Her improved mood instantly turned cold again. Lin Jiayue said with a sullen face: “Just because she raised it, I can’t touch it?”

Chapter 9: Poisoned to Death
“This servant doesn’t mean that.”

After Ling Yun spoke, she reached out to take the Golden Silk Tiger, but Lin Jiayue turned to the side and refused to give it to her.

“I’ll take it to my room to play for a bit and return it to her later.”

The Golden Silk Tiger was heavy. Held in her arms, it was both well-behaved and docile. The cat’s affectionate behavior gave Lin Jiayue an impulse to cry.

Returning to her room, she had someone cook chicken breast. She placed the Golden Silk Tiger in a bamboo basket and tore up the meat piece by piece to feed it.

“That cold woman has taken very good care of you. It seems she’s not as unapproachable as she appears.”

The Golden Silk Tiger gave a meow and swished its tail as if answering Lin Jiayue.

“It’s just that you’re really quite dirty. I wonder where you’ve been playing.”

Lin Jiayue washed a warm cloth and wiped the little creature clean. Then smelling a fishy odor from its mouth, she couldn’t help but say in surprise: “You didn’t go catch fish in the pond, did you? Eating raw fish will give you parasites.”

She paused her hand, suddenly not daring to touch the Golden Silk Tiger anymore.

Two little girls about eight or nine years old walked along the outer corridor. They were both wearing indigo-blue dresses and maid’s buns. Lin Jiayue knew these were low-ranking maids of the marquis manor and asked: “Where did Ling Yun go?”

“We just saw Sister Ling Yun heading toward the main courtyard. Is Miss Lin looking for her?”

Hearing that Ling Yun had run off to tattle, Lin Jiayue’s face turned iron-blue with anger. She pointed at the young maid: “Does the manor have a veterinarian?”

“Yes.”

There were stables beside both the east and west gates. The horses of the marquis manor were all fine steeds selected from thousands. Even bundling up a hundred servants couldn’t match their value, so naturally there were dedicated veterinarians to care for them.

The little maid didn’t know what Lin Jiayue wanted to do, so she obediently said: “The veterinarians are all in the outer courtyard where only young male servants can go. If Miss wishes to see one, you must ask the young master first. This servant has no authority to let anyone into the inner courtyard.”

“Never mind seeing them. You can at least help me get something, can’t you?”

Lin Jiayue rolled her eyes. Only after seeing the little maid nod did she say: “Go help me find some deworming medicine—it must be safe for external use. Just bring it back to me.”

“This servant understands.”

The little maid scurried off to find the woman guarding the hanging flower gate. Before long, she brought the item back to Lin Jiayue.

“Good. You may go.”

The little maid bit her lip. Seeing that Lin Jiayue had no intention of rewarding her or saying any intimate words, she walked out feeling rather aggrieved.

“Since your master is pitiful enough, I’ll help you get rid of these parasites. After all, the rules of this era are so strict—women can’t remarry, right? Perhaps in the future she’ll have to depend on you for life, spending her days alone and miserable.”

Lin Jiayue opened the paper package and looked at the white powder inside, feeling somewhat troubled. She knew that pets needed deworming, but she didn’t quite understand the specific operation.

The Golden Silk Tiger smelled the medicinal powder and gradually became restless. It wanted to leave but was held directly by Lin Jiayue: “Don’t think I’m being too harsh. I don’t want to be either, but I can’t sacrifice my own love just because I pity her, can I?”

“When I met Jiang Xingjian, he was a clean, single man. How could I know your master would inexplicably marry a dead person?”

Lin Jiayue muttered while reaching out to grab some powder and directly applying it to the Golden Silk Tiger’s body.

“This should work, right?”

Cats have an extremely keen sense of smell. With the pungent powder stuck on its body, it vigorously twisted to lick itself. Seeing this, Lin Jiayue suddenly panicked: “Don’t lick it! If you eat it all, you might be poisoned to death.”

Watching the Golden Silk Tiger lick more and more vigorously, Lin Jiayue frantically picked it up and placed it in a copper basin.

She wanted to wash the Golden Silk Tiger clean, but as she washed, she noticed the little creature in her hands beginning to gasp for breath, its body gradually stiffening. She grew more and more panicked, continuously rinsing the Golden Silk Tiger’s body. Only when the cat began foaming at the mouth did she cry out with a wail.

“Someone, come quickly!”

Jiang Xingjian had just returned from outside the manor when he saw Lin Jiayue rush out from the room holding the soaking wet Golden Silk Tiger.

“Jiang Yi, save it, save it!”

Jiang Xingjian frowned: “What happened to it? What did it eat?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know! I just saw it had parasites and wanted to help deworm it, but I didn’t think it would eat the medicine. I specifically told the veterinarian it had to be safe with low toxicity. I really don’t know how it became like this.”

Lin Jiayue was very flustered, her hands holding the Golden Silk Tiger trembling continuously.

Jiang Xingjian spoke a few words of comfort and had the servants in the courtyard fetch the manor physician. Lin Jiayue was still in a panic when she saw Heng Wu in the distance carrying a little bell, shaking it back and forth while calling for the Golden Silk Tiger.

“Go invite Heng Wu over.”

Heng Wu was brought over by a young maid. Seeing the Golden Silk Tiger soaking wet and continuously foaming at the mouth, she turned deathly pale and burst into tears.

“Elder Sister, Elder Sister, quickly come see the Golden Silk Tiger!”

Heng Wu held the Golden Silk Tiger in her arms and ran toward the main courtyard like a mad person.

These past years, Miss hadn’t been driven insane by her widowed days largely because the Golden Silk Tiger was by her side. The little creature was extremely intelligent and always knew how to cheer people up. Without it, everyone trapped in Longxiang Study would have been unable to bear it long ago.

Though Miss had never said so, she treated the Golden Silk Tiger like her own child. If it died, who knew how heartbroken Miss would be.

Heng Wu cried while calling for Song Wan all the way. When Song Wan took the Golden Silk Tiger from her hands, the little creature had already begun convulsing.

“What happened?”

“Young Master said it ate some kind of medicine. He’s already sent for the manor’s physician.”

Song Wan held the Golden Silk Tiger, which was still continuously foaming at the mouth, and began trembling all over in terror. When Jiang Xingjian entered the room, he couldn’t help but reach out to steady her.

That tottering appearance was truly heartbreaking.

“I’m sorry, I… I didn’t mean to. I just wanted to…”

“Show the guest out.”

Song Wan rebuked sharply, and Lin Jiayue was pushed out by Heng Zhi.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian frowned slightly, but upon seeing Song Wan’s blood-red eyes, he swallowed his words.

The usually plump and imposing Golden Silk Tiger now lay in Song Wan’s arms, soaking wet and utterly wretched. The little creature’s legs were already stiff. Only its large, round orange cat eyes still blinked. It opened its mouth to exhale, but inhaling was becoming increasingly difficult.

Song Wan couldn’t help but hold it tighter, tears falling in streams onto its body.

“Meow…”

The weak cry made Song Wan’s heart ache. She quickly pressed her cheek against the Golden Silk Tiger’s small face, softly comforting: “Little Tiger, don’t be afraid. Mother is here.”

The little cat struggled to extend its small paw, trying to touch Song Wan’s face. But before it could lift it up, it began convulsing continuously.

Tears also began falling from the cat’s eyes. Its watery big eyes gazed at Song Wan, as if it had something to say but no time left.

“Miss, the manor physician has arrived. Let the physician take a look.”

Xiang Cao dragged the physician to wait outside the courtyard. At this moment, disregarding the separation between men and women, she called out to the gatekeeper to announce them. But before she could reach her own miss, Heng Zhi came out instead.

“Please ask the old gentleman to return. The Golden Silk Tiger, it…”

Heng Zhi’s voice caught slightly, but she didn’t dare shed tears.

Chapter 10: Lowly Concubine
The maids in the courtyard all turned their heads away. Only Lin Jiayue cried: “I didn’t know it would turn out like this. I really didn’t know it would be like this.”

Xiang Cao glared at her fiercely and returned to the room in a few quick steps.

Inside, Song Wan still held the Golden Silk Tiger and wouldn’t let go. Heng Wu stood to the side with red eyes, not daring to speak persuasively.

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi brought over a nanmu wood box containing small mattresses, cloth bells, and other items that Song Wan had personally sewn. Each piece had the three characters “Golden Silk Tiger” embroidered at the corners.

Hearing a roomful of maids calling “Miss, Miss,” Jiang Xingjian felt displeased but couldn’t express it.

He wasn’t unable to imagine what kind of life Song Wan had lived these past six years.

A woman from her early teens to eighteen years old—this should have been the age to most enjoy the protection of her father and brothers and the affection of her husband. Yet she had remained a lonely widow with only an animal as her companion. It truly was rather difficult for her.

“Don’t be sad. Later I’ll go find one exactly the same for you.”

Jiang Xingjian had barely spoken these words when Song Wan couldn’t help but turn her head away, refusing to look at him again.

After a long while, holding the body that had grown stiff and cold, she said with a choked voice: “Show the young master out.”

Having been given the order to leave, Jiang Xingjian had to stand up. Walking to the carved window, he happened to see Lin Jiayue also sitting outside, covering her face and crying bitterly.

Jiang Xingjian stopped and said in a low voice: “Jiayue didn’t mean to. I asked the little maid who delivered the medicine. She misunderstood Jiayue’s meaning and went to the stables to get medicine for deworming horses…”

“Young Master has had a long day. Please return to Xiuyan Pavilion to rest.”

Heng Zhi stood before him, blocking Jiang Xingjian’s entire view.

Jiang Xingjian raised his eyebrows, but seeing that the room full of young ladies all had red eyes, he could only force himself to suppress the anger in his heart.

After he left, only then did Song Wan, under Xiang Cao’s comfort, place the Golden Silk Tiger into the nanmu wood box.

“Miss, please don’t cry anymore.”

Nanny Zhao also had red eyes, but said: “The young master’s return is a great joy. You must not shed tears before others. At best, you’ll earn a reputation for not knowing proper conduct. At worst, you might be blamed for bringing bad luck. If word reaches Old Madam and the mistress’s ears, it would be even worse.”

“Those who know would say Miss is kind-hearted. Those who don’t might fabricate stories that you’re unhappy about the young master’s return to the manor.”

“Nanny, let Miss rest alone. You all come with me.”

Heng Zhi beckoned everyone in the room to leave the bedchamber. Only in solitude could Song Wan cry freely.

She placed the Buddhist sutras and eulogies she had written for the Golden Silk Tiger, along with the little creature’s toys and the dried fish just baked in the kitchen, into the box. She also placed the small jacket she had been sewing recently but hadn’t finished inside.

Only when the sky darkened did Nanny Zhao repeatedly urge her to eat, and finally she closed the box and instructed Heng Zhi to bury the Golden Silk Tiger in the flower bed beneath her window.

Song Wan leaned halfway by the window, numbly watching the two sisters fill in the earth.

Looking up at the remaining eleven wood carvings, she randomly grabbed three and tossed them out the window.

The next day, Song Wan waited early at the courtyard gate. Seeing her expression was normal, with only slightly reddened eyelids, Jiang Xingjian couldn’t help but sigh inwardly—truly worthy of being a young lady raised by the Song family.

“Husband, please go first.”

Song Wan curtsied and asked Jiang Xingjian to go ahead. As they neared Fuhe Hall, she suddenly said: “A few days ago, husband mentioned wanting Miss Lin to learn more propriety. Were those words sincere?”

“Naturally.”

Lin Jiayue’s ignorance of etiquette had caused so much embarrassment that even he felt it was rather unseemly.

“Wan’er understands.”

Song Wan accompanied Jiang Xingjian into Fuhe Hall. After the two paid their respects to Old Madam Jiang and Mother Jiang, Old Madam Jiang first brought up the Golden Silk Tiger: “What a terrible sin… Such a pity about that little creature. But since it’s gone, perhaps you only had these few years of fate together. Wan’er, remember not to be too sorrowful. Take care of your health—that’s what matters.”

“Grandmother speaks truly. Wan’er understands.”

Hearing this, Mother Jiang was quite indignant: “Isn’t it a sin indeed? That thing from a small, insignificant household—how can she not control her hands? When she sees Wan’er’s garment and thinks it’s good, or sees a raised cat and also thinks it’s good, with such shallow vision—I’ve rarely seen the like in my entire life.”

Jiang Xingjian remained silent. Hearing this, Song Wan said: “Since Miss Lin has already entered the marquis manor, it’s not proper for her to continue residing with the status of an outside guest day after day. This manner of keeping someone in the household without giving them proper status truly lacks dignity. If word spreads, people will only say the marquis manor has no proper conduct.”

Mother Jiang nodded: “These words are reasonable.”

“Though husband has never given Miss Lin status, as the legitimate wife, Wan’er cannot sit by and watch, letting her continue without propriety.”

Song Wan raised her head and said indifferently: “By rights, since Miss Lin saved my husband, she should be given a high position. But unfortunately, she made a private pledge with husband without a matchmaker…”

Before she could finish speaking, Mother Jiang frowned: “A high position? A base creature who eloped with someone—what high position could she want? If every woman with such loose and wanton behavior could enter the marquis manor and receive a high position, what would the marquis manor become?”

Jiang Xingjian hadn’t expected Song Wan to suddenly propose taking Lin Jiayue as a concubine. Caught off guard, he had no rebuttal.

His private conduct with Lin Jiayue was indeed improper. He had nothing more to say.

Without Song Wan, he could have persuaded his grandmother and mother to let him marry Lin Jiayue as his wife. But now… to discuss it further would only further sully Jiayue’s reputation.

“So Wan’er thought, why not take advantage of husband’s return to the manor—this great joy—and handle the matter of taking concubines all at once. This way it would also be lively.”

Song Wan took out two thin cards from her sleeve with women’s names and birth dates written on them: “Since we’re taking Miss Lin as a concubine, Huai Su’s status should also be formalized.”

Old Madam Jiang sighed: “Let them both be taken at once. That child Huai Su’s wait has been no easier than Wan’er’s.”

In noble families, young ladies who personally served the young masters usually had to take this path.

Song Wan handed the two pink cards to Mother Jiang, who looked at them with delight: “Wan’er’s virtue goes without saying. Yi’er must have cultivated much merit to marry such a fine match.”

Mother Jiang continued: “By rights, Huai Su could be elevated to servant concubine, but since she came from Old Madam’s quarters, it wouldn’t be proper to give such a low status. I was thinking of promoting Huai Su to good concubine. What does Wan’er think?”

Song Wan said: “Huai Su has a gentle temperament and has always been meticulous. Mother’s intention couldn’t be more appropriate.”

Mother Jiang smiled and nodded: “This Miss Lin lacks womanly virtue and is truly unworthy of a high position. If we also gave her the position of good concubine, wouldn’t that be saying Huai Su’s character is similar to hers?”

“That won’t do, that won’t do.”

Mother Jiang waved her hand and gave the pink cards to the person serving beside her: “Promote Huai Su to good concubine and take Lin Jiayue as a lowly concubine. Give them both the usual allowances and monthly silver according to the manor’s past regulations.”

“Mother.”

Jiang Xingjian looked at Mother Jiang disapprovingly, but she smiled and said that men shouldn’t interfere in inner courtyard affairs, brushing him off.

Women from small, insignificant families always thought they could rely on a man’s favor to suppress the legitimate wife. They never realized that in marriages between established families, what mattered was never just one person alone. She had been too lazy to bother with Lin Jiayue before, merely feeling that though the other party was reckless and improper, she ultimately didn’t affect her. Only yesterday did she realize she truly shouldn’t have been soft-hearted.

Lin Jiayue’s talk of “one lifetime, one pair” was shameless and laughable.

Glancing at Jiang Xingjian’s expression, Song Wan thought to herself that she hadn’t even mentioned today’s true purpose yet, and he already felt distressed?

Thinking this, Song Wan spoke indifferently: “Grandmother, Mother, Wan’er has one more matter to request.”

Chapter 11: Unwillingness
Book: Bound by Spring’s Affection

“Child, what is this talk of ‘begging’? With your grandmother, speak plainly.”

Song Wan spoke gently: “Since Miss Lin is now a woman of the Marquis’s household, her conduct and manners can no longer be as carefree and unrestrained as before. Wan’er wishes to ask Grandmother and Mother to assign one or two people to teach Huai Su and Miss Lin the proper rules for women of the household.”

Mother Jiang said: “Wan’er speaks most properly. In the past when she had no name or status, it was difficult to say anything, but now that she has become part of Yi’er’s chambers, if any embarrassing incidents occur again, it would bring shame to our household.”

Old Madam Jiang nodded in agreement, though she had other calculations in mind and did not particularly care about this. She casually said to Jiang Xingjian: “That girl indeed lacks proper sitting and standing posture, which is truly inappropriate. We must arrange several instructing nannies to teach her proper conduct. However, I cannot spare many people from my side, so let Qi Shun’s wife and your wet nurse, Nanny Li, teach her, shall we? The other two shall come from your mother’s chambers. This way, it both honors the affection between you and your mother, and won’t be overly harsh.”

If all four instructing nannies came from Old Madam’s chambers, it would inevitably create suspicion of interfering in his private affairs. Jiang Xingjian understood his grandmother’s good intentions and quietly agreed.

Old Madam Jiang nodded approvingly to herself, looking at Song Wan sitting gently to one side: “You know that these past years your mother has injured her health from excessive worry over her son, and the household has lacked a capable person to shoulder this burden. Now that Yi’er has returned, you need not confine yourself to your courtyard. I was thinking the household management duties of our Marquis’s household should be entrusted to you—how would that be?”

“It won’t tire you excessively—you’ll ultimately have your mother and me behind you.”

“Yes, Wan’er, with you assisting Mother, Mother can have some relief.”

Transferring the household authority to Song Wan was both compensation to Jiang Xingjian for bringing someone home and appeasement to the Song family from the Chengyang Marquis’s household. Song Wan knew well that she had no choice but to accept, and could only nod obediently in agreement.

Now that Jiang Xingjian had returned, both Old Madam Jiang and Mother Jiang found Song Wan increasingly pleasing to the eye. No sooner had she agreed to take charge of household affairs than Old Madam Jiang had the steward’s wife bring the household tallies to give her.

“If there’s anything you don’t understand, go ask Jiang Fu’s wife.”

“Wan’er understands.”

Taking the tallies, Song Wan handed the enamel-inlaid nanmu wood box to Heng Zhi.

After dining at Fuhe Hall, Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan headed toward Lanting Courtyard. The two remained silent for a long while along the way. Only when they could see the courtyard gate did Jiang Xingjian say: “Jiayue will pose no threat to you whatsoever—why did you rush to trap her with the status of a lowly concubine?”

Song Wan’s eyebrows raised slightly, but she said nothing.

“After I inherit the title in the future, I will elevate Jiayue to secondary wife.”

Song Wan smiled faintly: “Husband has been away for many years and has evidently forgotten the rules and proprieties. Not to mention that Miss Lin eloped with you and lost her reputation, making it impossible for her to become a secondary wife of the Marquis’s household—just consider that today Grandmother and Mother personally determined her status. How could you change it later?”

“The capital’s rules—if Husband occasionally forgets them for a moment, it’s nothing serious. But if you even lose the virtue of filial piety, I fear it would bring shame to all the ancestors of the Chengyang Marquis’s household.”

As they were speaking, Jiang Fu’s wife approached from a distance with a group of steward’s wives. Seeing this, Song Wan lowered her eyes and said: “For Husband to lose face over a mere concubine is still a small matter, but the century-old reputations of both the Chengyang Marquis’s household and my Song family cannot be ruined. I hope Husband will not bring shame to both households.”

“Jiayue, she…”

Just as the words left his mouth, Song Wan turned to greet the household’s steward’s wives. Jiang Xingjian hadn’t finished saying that her status was not ordinary when the beautiful woman before him had already walked away.

He frowned wordlessly, his belly full of stifled anger instead.

In just one day, Song Wan had disrupted all his plans. Jiang Xingjian pressed his temples as he entered Xiuyan Pavilion, calculating in his heart how to break this news to Lin Jiayue. The moment he entered the room, someone threw herself into his arms.

The young woman’s arms circled tightly around his waist, her voice soft and coquettish: “Brother Xingjian, do you know that every time you’re with another woman, Yue’er’s heart aches beyond words?”

“Originally we agreed that once we returned to the capital you would marry me as your wife, but now there’s a legitimate wife in this household sitting like a great Buddha, what have I become? If I had known it would be like this, I might as well have stayed in Suhe—it would be better than now.”

Jiang Xingjian pulled Lin Jiayue away, once again feeling that her behavior was truly improper.

In the past when they were traveling, although Lin Jiayue occasionally displayed some charming feminine manners relying on her young age, she would never do such outrageous things. Now perhaps because of her inner anxiety, she couldn’t help wanting to be intimate with him to prove their mutual affection.

But still…

Jiang Xingjian pressed his temples, rather exhausted: “Old Madam has arranged instructing nannies for you. Starting today, people will come to teach you the Marquis household’s rules. When the nannies instruct you, you must pay attention. If you continue to be as willfully unrestrained as now, you’ll likely suffer for it later.”

Hearing the words “instructing nannies,” Lin Jiayue’s expression stiffened: “I don’t want to learn those oppressive, human-nature-suppressing feudal dross rules. Do you hope I’ll turn into that wooden Buddha?”

Jiang Xingjian pretended not to hear: “If you wish to remain in the Marquis’s household, these rules must be learned. Moreover, Song Wan is my legitimate wife and the future mistress of the Chengyang Marquis’s household. Even if you don’t wish to address her as Madam, you cannot be so discourteous.”

Lin Jiayue stood up, all traces of gentle sweetness gone from her face: “She gets to rank ahead of me just because of an empty title? Brother Xingjian…”

“Today Grandmother has already entered your name and birthdate into the household register. From now on you are a concubine of the household, and Song Wan indeed ranks ahead of you.”

“Concubine? I don’t agree to be a concubine. By what right do they write me into some register? And I don’t even know my own birthdate—by what right do they make decisions for me? How could I possibly become a concubine? Brother Xingjian, you know I want one lifetime, one heart, one couple.”

Jiang Xingjian’s head ached from Lin Jiayue’s commotion: “If you don’t wish to be a concubine, I’ll send you out of the household today.”

“…”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip, utterly unwilling.

She could not leave the Marquis’s household.

Since inexplicably waking in this era, she had finally escaped with great difficulty from the original owner’s impoverished family that subsisted on grass roots and tree bark. And Jiang Xingjian was among all the people she had encountered, the one with the highest status and position.

Moreover, she truly did like Jiang Xingjian.

A man born into a noble marquis’s wealthy family, handsome in appearance, with an upright figure, gentlemanly in behavior and manner with extreme grace—she wasn’t certain whether she could ever meet such a man again, and even if she did, she might not like him.

Lin Jiayue lowered her head, biting her lip in hesitation.

Although she was just a concubine, she could be elevated to principal wife in the future, couldn’t she? As long as she firmly grasped Jiang Xingjian’s heart, she didn’t believe she couldn’t surpass a wooden ancient-era woman.

“You clearly know I’m reluctant to leave you and won’t leave the Marquis’s household. You’re just taking advantage of the fact that I like you to bully me willfully.”

Lin Jiayue wept pitifully. Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian sighed softly.

Wiping away her tears, Jiang Xingjian said: “After I inherit the title in the future, I will elevate you to secondary wife. You need not worry.”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue thought to herself that a man’s words were utterly unreliable.

She absolutely would not become some secondary wife, and how could she—a person who had received a proper modern education—be willing to come to a feudal era to be someone’s concubine?

How ridiculous.

Chapter 12: The Second Branch
After comforting Lin Jiayue, Jiang Xingjian walked out of the inner quarters. He was not a lustful man, and at this moment couldn’t help but feel that Confucius’s saying “only women and petty men are difficult to nurture” was most apt. Lin Jiayue’s tearful clinging annoyed him, while Song Wan…

Thinking of this, the image of her yesterday holding the Golden Silk Tiger on the verge of tears floated into Jiang Xingjian’s mind. Those eyes angry yet aggrieved, heartbroken yet mournful, that expression neither truly angry nor truly reproachful made his scalp tingle involuntarily.

Jiang Xingjian furrowed his brow.

“Does elder brother feel unwell?”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t answer, instead asking: “You’ve just returned from outside?”

Jiang Yan nodded in affirmation, then stood to one side, his bearing entirely respectful.

The Marquis’s household was a family of officials, a clan of scholars and literati, most particular about ethical codes and propriety. Not only was there the distinction between legitimate and concubine-born between Jiang Xingjian and him, but also the difference of elder and younger. Jiang Yan knew that man most disliked discourteous and reckless people, so these years he had restrained himself and followed ritual propriety, striving to be an upright gentleman, a paragon for the ages.

Even facing Jiang Xingjian, he could maintain composure, respecting this elder brother from the bottom of his heart.

Jiang Xingjian looked at the youth before him and suddenly sighed: “I’m feeling rather troubled. Would you walk with me?”

The two walked to the white jade bridge in the garden. Jiang Xingjian looked at the lotus flowers beneath the bridge and said: “These years have been hard on you.”

“Elder brother speaks too seriously.”

Jiang Xingjian turned back to see not a ripple in Jiang Yan’s eyes. He thought to himself that this concubine-born younger brother of his was either uninterested in the title, or was someone of extremely deep cunning.

Inviting him to walk together had been an impulse. Now after a couple of sentences, he had nothing more to say.

Jiang Xingjian paused slightly and brought up Song Wan.

“Yesterday that cat in your sister-in-law’s chambers was poisoned to death. She…”

“Golden Silk Tiger was poisoned to death? What happened?”

Jiang Yan’s tone rose slightly. Jiang Xingjian’s eyebrows raised lightly, as if surprised he knew the cat’s name.

“You know that cat?”

Jiang Yan lifted his eyes. His pair of jet-black pupils appeared exceptionally bright. Jiang Xingjian didn’t know why he suddenly remembered seeing him that day at Fuhe Hall—for a certain instant then, just like now, he gave off a sense of morbid, fervent incongruity. But that light in his eyes vanished in an instant, returning to normal before he could examine it closely.

“Elder brother doesn’t know—that cat was rather famous in the household, and Golden Silk Tiger was originally sent from Concubine Liu’s hands to… eldest sister-in-law’s chambers.”

Concubine Liu was Jiang Yan’s birth mother. Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian said no more.

For a moment there was silence, but Jiang Yan seemed to take interest and asked about the cat’s situation. Having no choice, Jiang Xingjian told him about Lin Jiayue accidentally injuring Golden Silk Tiger.

Though Jiang Yan listened with a gentle smile on his face, the fists behind his back clenched tighter and tighter.

She had treated Golden Silk Tiger like her own child, yet now it had been killed by that frivolous, despicable woman. Who knew how heartbroken and grief-stricken she must be.

Jiang Yan’s brows knitted, his eyes unconsciously narrowing slightly.

Jiang Xingjian thought he disapproved of Lin Jiayue’s actions. Touching his nose somewhat guiltily, he said: “Jiayue didn’t mean it. This matter was truly a misunderstanding.”

“Elder brother shouldn’t be saying this to younger brother.”

Jiang Yan pressed his lips together, as if wanting to say something but ultimately unable to open his mouth. He pondered for a moment, said “wait a moment,” and returned to Yuling Studio. Half an incense stick later, Jiang Yan came over carrying a woven bamboo basket.

“The cat in my courtyard just had kittens the other day. Elder brother could give one to sister-in-law as an apology.”

In the bamboo basket, a yellow and white cat was meowing incessantly. Though only palm-sized, the little thing had quite the lung capacity—it had been crying for a good while without stopping.

Jiang Xingjian pinched the kitten’s scruff and lifted it up: “Rather well-formed.”

Jiang Yan silently took the cat back from his hands, carefully placing it on the soft cushion in the bamboo basket, then covered it with an indigo blue square cushion.

Seeing him like this, Jiang Xingjian laughed softly: “These creatures are hardy—no need to be so careful.”

“It’s still young after all. Gentler is better.”

Handing the bamboo basket to Jiang Xingjian, Jiang Yan lowered his eyes and said: “Younger brother knows elder brother didn’t intentionally bring someone back to the household, but both publicly and privately, not half a measure of the legitimate wife’s dignity can be compromised.”

“…”

Jiang Xingjian held the still-meowing cat, momentarily speechless.

Now in the Marquis’s household, whether it was Grandmother, Mother, or even Jiang Yan, even in the eyes of the servants, he had become that sort of muddled fool who doted on concubines and neglected his wife, not knowing his priorities.

Jiang Xingjian wanted to defend himself, but after stammering for a moment couldn’t think of any forceful words to wash away this injustice.

After a long while, he could only force out from his throat in a low voice “elder brother knows what he’s about,” before carrying the bamboo basket and cat toward Lanting Courtyard.

Jiang Yan watched his retreating figure, a wave of helplessness and envy surging in his heart.

He didn’t know how much he envied Jiang Xingjian—envying both that he was born two years earlier, and that he was born into the legitimate line of the Marquis’s household.

“Second Master.”

The servant boy behind him called out softly. Jiang Yan’s expression was listless, without interest.

Over there, Jiang Xingjian carried the cat back to Lanting Courtyard. Song Wan was in the main hall negotiating with the steward’s wives. He thought for a moment and carried the bamboo basket to the study. In the study, Huai Su was organizing books on the desk. Seeing him enter with a bamboo basket, she rose to take it.

“Hold it carefully, don’t drop it.”

After a pause, he added: “Don’t let Jiayue see it.”

Huai Su nodded, carefully placing the cat on the soft couch in the study, then had Xieyi go to the small kitchen to fetch a dish of meat broth. It wasn’t until dinner time that evening that those women gradually left Lanting Courtyard.

Jiang Xingjian carried the kitten that had eaten its fill and was now sleeping soundly sprawled on its back, striding toward the main house of Lanting Courtyard.

“The Master has arrived.”

The woman watching outside announced to those inside. The second-rank maids in the second hall heard this and went to find Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. By the time Jiang Xingjian walked into the room, Song Wan had already changed her outer robe and stood before their bedchamber to greet him.

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes swept over the full account books on the writing desk and the scattered abacus on the table, frowning: “Are there problems with the household accounts?”

“They’re not very good. If Husband has no other business, after dining we can look at them together.”

Jiang Xingjian nodded, casually telling the maids in the room to set out the meal—he would eat here.

While waiting for the meal, Jiang Xingjian handed the bamboo basket to Song Wan: “This cat… I also bear responsibility for Golden Silk Tiger being poisoned. This cat is my gift to you as compensation.”

Having guilt in his heart, his confidence was diminished by thirty percent.

Somewhat stiffly holding the bamboo basket, Song Wan gently lifted the soft covering on top.

She saw the fluffy little creature inside sleeping soundly, its exposed belly and tender little paws sprawled straight across the soft cushion. Seeing this, Song Wan showed no sign of happiness. Instead, her nose stung as she thought of Golden Silk Tiger.

This kitten looked exactly like Golden Silk Tiger had as a youngster.

Song Wan extended a finger and gently poked its belly, then felt the cushion beneath the cat.

The soft cushion was made of indigo blue Shu brocade. Shu brocade wasn’t particularly precious, but the light-colored hidden pattern on this fabric had some significance—it was the pearl-circled peacock pattern that Jiang Xing from the second branch had designed some days ago. At the time when the embroidery room wove it, they had also sent her a bolt of plain fabric. She had Heng Wu return a filigree silver jewelry box inlaid with precious stones and pearls.

Only she and Jiang Yan kept cats in the household. This cat was sent by Jiang Yan.

Chapter 13: Division
Song Wan was lost in thought when Heng Wu walked in carrying a Xuande porcelain plate. Behind her followed little maids setting out the meal. The group moved efficiently, and in no time had arranged a table full of dishes. Song Wan had Heng Zhi care for the kitten while she herself sat beside Jiang Xingjian.

On the table were six palm-sized jade-green lotus leaf plates, two white jade soup tureens, and sixteen pink-white Ru ware small dishes.

Six main dishes—four hot and two cold—consisted of sautéed lamb tripe, braised bamboo shoots with chicken, fish maw braised with ham, and wild mountain mushroom chicken stew. For cold dishes, the small kitchen had prepared cold marinated vegetable medley and red oil blanched fresh bamboo shoots.

Song Wan preferred light flavors, so they had specially made her shrimp and fresh bamboo shoot soup, while the other portion was Jiang Xingjian’s conpoy and squab soup.

The Ru ware small dishes came in sets of four, separately holding four portions of pastries, four portions of dried fruits, four portions of preserved fruits, and four portions of palate-cleansing vegetables.

Jiang Xingjian picked up a small crab dumpling and put it in his mouth.

The crab flavor was fresh, sweet, and delicate. Though just a small pastry, it revealed the chef’s skill.

The two did not speak during the meal, and their movements were also light and soundless. Song Wan only ate a couple of bites before Jiang Xingjian knew she had finished, but propriety dictated she could not put down her chopsticks first.

The person beside him had decorum and propriety etched into her bones. Jiang Xingjian looked at the table of delicacies, his mind floating to Lin Jiayue’s embarrassment on the day of the Marquis household’s family banquet.

Those born into aristocratic families, whether male or female, had observed ritual propriety from childhood. In all aspects of clothing, food, housing, and travel, they differed from commoners. Eating in measured amounts—small quantities but many varieties of high quality—was a rule they had observed constantly since birth. Not to mention someone of noble birth like Song Wan, even a first-rank maid in Lanting Courtyard knew these things…

Jiang Xingjian suddenly lost his appetite. He put down his chopsticks and took the hand towel offered by the maid beside him.

After wiping his hands, Lv Zhu and Xiang Cao brought in the mouth-rinsing basin.

After the two rinsed their mouths, Jiang Xingjian walked to Song Wan’s writing desk and casually began flipping through the household accounts. Organized by category, there were approximately thirty to forty volumes. The more he looked, the tighter his brows knitted.

Song Wan said: “Since the Marquis and Husband left, the Marquis household has shown signs of decline. Now six years have passed, household affairs are numerous, expenditures are no less than before, but income has decreased by more than half.”

“Moreover…”

Song Wan paused slightly, took out a red-covered account book from under the desk, and handed it to Jiang Xingjian.

“Since Jiang Fei entered the palace, managing relationships throughout the palace has also been an enormous sum. Now the Marquis household’s framework remains, but internally it’s difficult to sustain.”

The Jiang family’s legitimate eldest daughter, Jiang Man, had entered the palace as an imperial consort seven years ago. When Jiang Xingjian left the capital, she was pregnant with a dragon son. These past years, just the silver spent on managing palace relationships for Jiang Fei and the Marquis’s funeral expenses had already emptied more than half the Marquis household.

However, the Marquis household did have some accumulated wealth. Though it couldn’t compare to its peak period, compared to other official families, it was still passable.

But it could only be called passable.

The Marquis household’s master and servants numbered far over a thousand. Just their ordinary food and drink was staggering, not to mention two people in the palace who absolutely could not be neglected.

During festivals when human relationships required gifts and offerings, silver flowed like water. At this rate, in another three to five years, even the dignity they could barely maintain now would likely be unsustainable.

Song Wan had guessed the Marquis household was struggling, but hadn’t expected it to be this difficult.

Jiang Xingjian said: “How could the estates’ income have decreased so much in recent years?”

“The most productive estates and fields were all used years ago to cultivate relationships with Eunuch Duan, the Superintendent of Ceremonies’ seal-holder.”

Song Wan spoke with some embarrassment.

Speaking of which, the relationship between the Chengyang Marquis household and the Song household had been rather delicate these past years. Her aunt was the current Yun Fei, who was greatly favored. And Jiang Xingjian’s legitimate elder sister had become pregnant with the Fifth Prince within a year of entering the palace. After news of the Marquis and Jiang Xingjian’s misfortune at the border reached the capital, the Emperor, to compensate the Chengyang Marquis household, promoted Jiang Man from Noble Lady to Jiang Fei.

In early years when national power was weak, the Emperor had established the Second Prince, of the most humble origins, as Crown Prince, sending him to a neighboring country as a hostage before he was even five years old. After twelve years as a hostage, when he returned to court, only a half-dead shell remained. Now he had been paralyzed in the Eastern Palace for eight years. If stripping him of his Crown Prince position at this time wouldn’t invite the world’s censure, the Emperor would likely have long since reduced him to commoner status.

The First Prince was legitimate-born to the Empress. Without the hostage matter, the Crown Prince position would have been none other than his. Originally he only needed to wait for the Crown Prince to die of illness to securely sit on the throne, but unfortunately the First Prince’s character was too deplorable—truly unfit for such responsibility.

The Third Prince was born to her aunt and had just passed his ninth birthday. The Fourth Prince died young. The Song family…

Song Wan lowered her eyes, her hand flipping through the account book pausing slightly.

Since ancient times, wealth moved people’s hearts—how much more so supreme power. She didn’t believe the Song family had no designs on that position. Moreover, from her elder brother’s name alone, one could see Father had considerable ambition.

Song Wan glanced at Jiang Xingjian. The two simultaneously avoided each other’s gaze.

After a moment, Jiang Xingjian said: “I know you’ve always preferred quiet and have no patience for managing these trivial matters, but household affairs must trouble you.”

“As for external relations… now that I’ve safely returned to the household, there’s no reason to continue burdening you with external affairs.”

Song Wan said: “Thank you for Husband’s consideration.”

Taking out several red-covered account books one by one, Song Wan organized them properly and handed them to Jiang Xingjian.

The so-called external affairs were merely matters related to Jiang Fei and the Fifth Prince Shen Qianshu. She was happy to relinquish them.

The two had nothing more to say for the moment, but Heng Wu walked in with anger in her eyes: “Reporting to Master, Concubine Lin from Xiuyan Pavilion has business with you. She’s already sent maids to urge you three or five times now—it seems to be some urgent matter.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian’s brows furrowed tightly, quite unable to save face. When someone in his chambers acted without propriety, ultimately he lost face.

“Go tell Concubine Lin that Madam and I have important matters to discuss.”

Heng Wu curtsied and walked out swishing her sleeves.

“Since Concubine Lin has been mentioned, I have something to discuss with Husband.”

Song Wan said: “Concubines in the household receive one tael of silver monthly allowance, two maids to manage personal clothing and jewelry, and four women for sweeping, washing, and starching. Huai Su may enjoy this portion. On Concubine Lin’s side, reduce accordingly by rank. Does Husband have any objections?”

“…”

If Lin Jiayue hadn’t just repeatedly overstepped boundaries by coming to the main house to find him, he might still have been able to say a word or two. Now for Jiang Xingjian to speak up, he truly had no face.

“If Madam acts according to the household’s standard portions, I naturally have no objections.”

Song Wan said: “Though Lanting Courtyard still has empty courtyards, being closed for six years, they must be renovated before anyone can live in them. Huai Su’s status is different from the past—she can’t continue staying in the servants’ quarters, coming and going with the maids. So during this period I’ll arrange for Huai Su to stay at Xiuyan Pavilion. What does Husband think?”

“That won’t do.”

“Then I’ll give up Longxiang Studio for Huai Su.”

“That’s even more improper.”

Jiang Xingjian frowned.

Song Wan had married into the Marquis household carrying a memorial tablet and lived as a widow for six years—everyone in the capital knew this. His bringing Jiayue back to the capital was already extremely improper conduct, no different from openly making things difficult for the Song household.

Now if he made her give up her former widow’s residence to another concubine, just for the Song household’s dignity, the Emperor would question him when he returned from his summer retreat.

Moreover, he himself couldn’t bear the reputation of doting on concubines and neglecting his wife, being muddled and lustful.

“Arrange it as you see fit.”

Having said this, Jiang Xingjian rose and left.

Song Wan was clever as could be—she would naturally not lower herself to compete with Jiayue. She only needed to place the dignity of the Marquis household and Song household, as well as his reputation, on the table, and he would naturally abandon Lin Jiayue.

With just one phrase about “one lifetime, one heart, one couple,” she had turned around and pressed the status of lowly concubine onto Jiayue’s head, then sent Huai Su to Xiuyan Pavilion. Thus Song Wan need not use any schemes to easily divide the two of them.

She had been clever since childhood, striking snakes at their seventh inch with practiced skill. Naturally handling inner household matters was like a fish in water.

Jiang Xingjian smiled helplessly, but quickly suppressed the smile.

Chapter 14: Concubine
After Jiang Xingjian left, Song Wan washed, changed clothes, and continued reviewing the account books. However, after the kitten woke, it kept meowing incessantly.

“Missing your mother?”

Placing the kitten in her palm, Song Wan gently comforted it. Whether the kitten was tired from crying or felt safe, it actually fell asleep again in her palm.

Song Wan placed it on the soft cushion, then picked up needle and thread, and in a few stitches sewed a cloth bell to tie around its neck.

Inside the cloth bell she placed some calming silver mint. After the kitten wore it, it indeed became much quieter.

Song Wan summoned Heng Zhi and gently stroked the fluffy little thing: “Tomorrow return it to the second branch’s Qing Studio, and say I currently have no time to care for it.”

Though she spoke of having no time to care for it, her movements were very gentle. Seeing this, Heng Zhi felt distressed: “If Miss likes it, what harm in keeping it? This time this servant will take good care of it and absolutely won’t let last time’s accident happen again.”

“It’s not a matter of careful watching.”

Song Wan looked at the kitten’s sleeping form, her heart aching again.

These past days she seemed to still see Golden Silk Tiger’s shadow. When sleeping hazily at night, she would still feel Golden Silk Tiger was right beside her. Her reluctance to part with Golden Silk Tiger was real, but she also didn’t want to find another cat to replace it.

Six years of affection—how could it be replaced just like that?

“You also know Golden Silk Tiger was very petty. If it knew I kept a new cat, it would be angry.”

Song Wan toyed with the cloth bell on the kitten’s body, forcibly suppressing her sadness.

Golden Silk Tiger had died unexpectedly. That culprit cried for two days that it wasn’t intentional, then never mentioned it again. Jiang Xingjian paid it even less mind. In the entire vast Marquis household, besides her and Heng Zhi and a few others, who would care about the life or death of a cat?

If even they rushed to find a new cat, it would be too unfair to Golden Silk Tiger.

“Take good care of it, don’t let it catch cold.”

Having given instructions, Song Wan continued organizing the accounts.

The next day, Heng Zhi carried the kitten to the second branch. Before reaching Qing Studio, she encountered Jiang Yan returning from paying respects at Fuhe Hall.

Seeing her carrying the bamboo basket, Jiang Yan’s handsome brows furrowed slightly.

“Greetings to Second Master Yan.”

“Why are you carrying it here?”

Heng Zhi said: “My mistress says she currently has no time to care for it and asked this servant to thank Second Master for his kind intentions.”

Properly speaking, this cat shouldn’t be returned to him by Song Wan’s personal maid, but seeing Heng Zhi, Jiang Yan knew that person didn’t trust Jiang Xingjian, fearing he would harm another innocent life.

Thinking that Song Wan trusted him more than her own husband, Jiang Yan’s heart trembled, only feeling his hands shake, difficult to control.

His voice was slightly hoarse: “Does sister-in-law not like it?”

Heng Zhi shook her head, her tone carrying some sadness: “My mistress misses Golden Silk Tiger. Seeing it makes her heart ache, which is why she had this servant return it to Second Master. I suppose Mistress knows this kitten can only live peacefully in the second branch.”

Jiang Yan’s cheeks flushed slightly red from excitement, though his voice remained fairly steady: “Go tell sister-in-law to rest assured that in my care there absolutely won’t be any mishaps.”

“Heng Zhi thanks Second Master on behalf of my mistress.”

Heng Zhi handed the bamboo basket to the maid behind Jiang Yan, curtsied, and left Yuling Studio. Jiang Yan carried the bamboo basket back to his bedchamber.

Scooping the kitten out, Jiang Yan looked at those amber eyes and smiled slightly: “You do have some fortune.”

He removed the small, simple cloth bell and looked at the neat, fine stitching on it, slightly lost in thought.

The cloth bell gave off a faint herbal fragrance and was made rather casually—at a glance one could tell it wasn’t made by a maid’s hand.

Jiang Yan carefully held it in his palm, saying to the kitten in quite a good mood: “She’s mine now.”

After playing with the cloth bell for a while, he reluctantly took out a white jade box and placed it inside. Looking at the old book and plain handkerchief inside, Jiang Yan’s eyes showed tenderness.

When Qing Studio entered the room, she saw him leaning back half-reclined in a pear wood chair, his expression revealing a rare joy.

“Second Master, Concubine Liu requests an audience.”

“Refused.”

Hearing the words “Concubine Liu,” Jiang Yan’s expression cooled. But before he could say another word, a shrill female voice came from outside.

A middle-aged woman of beautiful appearance and voluptuous figure walked in. In just a few steps, the woman’s waist seemed about to snap from swaying. She wore seven or eight hairpins and ornaments on her head, the jingling sounds irritating Jiang Yan into narrowing his eyes.

“You black-hearted, lowly wretch, you dare bar your own mother outside the courtyard? Even if your wings have hardened and you’ve gained ability, didn’t you still crawl out of this old woman’s intestines? These years you’ve increasingly disregarded me. Now even these rotten servant girls in your courtyard dare shit on my head?”

As soon as Concubine Liu entered, she launched into a tirade of vulgar abuse that made both Jiang Yan and the maids in the room frown.

She had originally thought Jiang Yan inheriting the title was a certainty. Who knew someone who should have died and rotted long ago would suddenly come back to life like a corpse? The wealth and glory within her grasp had slipped away. Concubine Liu was so angry she couldn’t sleep at night or eat in peace.

Even more hateful was that when she wanted to find her son to discuss countermeasures, she was blocked for three days.

If she hadn’t scratched the face of the gatekeeper maid today, she still couldn’t have gotten in.

“Useless coward, you have plenty of methods to deal with me, but with this spirit why don’t you go…”

Qing Studio coughed lightly: “Concubine, mind your words.”

Concubine Liu glared viciously at her and sneered coldly: “Little whore, is it your place to criticize me?”

“What are you doing throwing tantrums in my courtyard?”

Jiang Yan signaled Qing Studio and the maids in the room to leave, then pressed his temples—his good mood from earlier completely gone.

“Why make them leave? What words can’t they hear? You’re busy with who knows what all day long. Do you want to let that dead man Jiang Xingjian smoothly inherit the Marquis’s title?”

Jiang Yan laughed mockingly: “He’s the legitimate eldest son of the Marquis household. Inheriting the title is proper and justified. Not to mention I have no designs whatsoever on the Marquis position—even if I later inherited the title and became Marquis Chengyang, what would it have to do with you?”

“You black-hearted, rotten-lunged little bastard! You crawled out of my intestines—can’t I as your mother benefit from my child’s success?”

As Concubine Liu spoke, she reached out with her scarlet nails to scratch Jiang Yan’s face.

Since the Marquis died, she had grown accustomed to throwing tantrums in the courtyard. Though she knew Jiang Yan didn’t favor her, she relied on her status as his birth mother and had made plenty of excessive demands. It was just that previously, mindful that Jiang Yan would inherit the title in the future, she hadn’t been as crazed as today.

She had thought she could still manipulate this son as when he was young, but unexpectedly, as soon as her hand reached out, Jiang Yan firmly grasped her wrist.

“What kind of mother are you? Since ancient times, which household’s concubine has dared call herself the mother of the son she bore?”

Jiang Yan’s hand gripped Concubine Liu’s wrist like an iron clamp. Concubine Liu was frightened by the fierceness in his eyes and stammered, not daring to speak.

“In the future, don’t appear before me without reason. Properly be your concubine in the household. If you come provoke me again, don’t blame me for making an example of Liu Chengxiang.”

“You dare! How dare you treat your uncle? Ahhh…”

Jiang Yan grabbed Concubine Liu’s inch-long crimson nails and forcibly broke them off. All four nails broke cleanly off. Concubine Liu howled in pain, but Jiang Yan casually stuffed a white porcelain teacup in her mouth to stop her cries.

“Uncle? Even if I dared call him that, I don’t know if he’d have the life to acknowledge this nephew.”

Jiang Yan snorted coldly and pushed Concubine Liu out the door.

Shortly after, Suomian walked in: “Second Master, the first branch has erupted in chaos.”

Chapter 15: Origins
“What happened?”

Jiang Yan frowned as he inquired. Suomian said: “According to the household women, it’s that young lady the Master brought back causing a commotion at Xiuyan Pavilion.”

“Go to Jiang Xing’s chambers and find a maid, find an excuse to go take a look.”

Suomian acknowledged and went to Lanting Courtyard.

Many maids and women in Lanting Courtyard had gathered in front of Xiuyan Pavilion. Originally Lin Jiayue had learned that Huai Su had also been elevated to concubine status, and her rank was even one level higher than hers, which caused the uproar.

“Is this how the Marquis household treats a lifesaver? Inexplicably marrying in a widow, and now finding a servant to slap my face?”

“Concubine Lin’s words are quite interesting—where exactly do you get your face from?”

The speaker was Qi Shun’s wife, the steward from the attendant department. Originally she had been quite pleased to be assigned by Old Madam Jiang as an instructing nanny for Lin Jiayue.

Jiang Xingjian inheriting the title was inevitable, and his bringing Lin Jiayue back despite pressure from both households showed this young lady was extremely favored. Someone like Song Wan from a noble family would certainly be matched with Song household personnel when she married—it was difficult for people like them to get close and become the mistress’s confidants. She had originally thought it better to build good relations with Lin Jiayue so she could benefit in the future. How could she know this person was actually a fool?

“A daughter from a small, insignificant family—if she were pure and innocent, we could still show her some thin courtesy and look favorably upon her. But what are you? Even the rough-work maids in our household know to avoid male family members. You, at such a young age, went and threw away your chastity without a care—truly bringing complete disgrace to your ancestors’ face.”

“You’re talking nonsense! When did I lose my chastity?”

Lin Jiayue was so angry tears spun in her eyes.

These days, whether masters or servants in the household all looked down on her. That contemptuous look in their eyes couldn’t be hidden. If they weren’t saying she eloped with Jiang Xingjian, they were saying she was involved in promiscuity. She didn’t know how many times she’d heard such unpleasant words. Heaven knows she and Jiang Xingjian hadn’t even kissed.

“Heaven and ancestors above! How else do you want to lose it? An unmarried girl without matchmaker or betrothal mixing together with a man—how else do you want to lose it?”

“What mixing together? When did I mix with him?”

As soon as these words left her mouth, all the women in the room plus the little maids watching the excitement collectively pursed their lips, and some even secretly covered their mouths to sneer.

Lin Jiayue’s heart panicked. Only then did she understand where the problem lay.

Thinking of the phrases she’d heard most these days—”without matchmaker or betrothal,” “not properly introduced by name,” and such—Lin Jiayue suddenly realized that what was ordinary interaction in her eyes was, in these people’s eyes, losing one’s chastity and promiscuous behavior.

In this era, these women of noble households probably considered even meeting a man face-to-face and saying a word to be promiscuity and loss of virtue.

Lin Jiayue felt a buzzing in her head, a wave of dizziness making her barely able to stand.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian’s wet nurse, Nanny Li, came out to mediate: “Enough! What kind of spectacle is this making? Everyone go about your business.”

After driving away the onlookers, she stepped forward and looked Lin Jiayue up and down.

“Although Concubine’s great mistake has been made, you are now after all a woman of the Marquis household. In the future, learn the rules well and properly serve the Master and the Mistress—you can still make amends.”

“Make me serve people? In your dreams.”

She was a person with hands and feet who had received education—make her bow and scrape?

Lin Jiayue had no intention of obediently listening. Just as she was about to retort, Nanny Li pinched her waist and viciously twisted it. She had never suffered such humiliation. The severe pain at her waist made her unable to hold back her anger any longer.

Unable to bear it and unable to endure it, Lin Jiayue rolled up her sleeves and backhanded Nanny Li a slap.

Heng Wu, who was secretly crouching behind the artificial mountain at Xiuyan Pavilion watching the excitement, nearly dropped her jaw at this scene.

She covered her mouth, looking at Nanny Li, then at Lin Jiayue, and suddenly tiptoed away in a flash, running back to Lanting Courtyard’s main residence.

“Miss, Miss…”

“Why so flustered? Mistress is taking her midday rest.”

Heng Wu held up one finger to her lips, pulling Heng Zhi quietly into the brocade curtained bed chamber where Song Wan was resting.

“Miss, are you asleep?”

Song Wan lifted the pomegranate red patterned bed curtain and said gently: “Not yet asleep. What’s happened?”

Seeing her rise, Heng Zhi crouched down to help her change into thick-soled soft shoes for indoor wear, then found a crabapple-colored gauze jacket to help her put on. Song Wan smiled and opened the jade and gold-painted inlaid color grooming box on her vanity, selecting from it a lotus-patterned crescent comb and a round-headed fine comb to hand to her.

Heng Zhi took a small bit of osmanthus oil, dabbed it on her palm and gently rubbed it in. Before long, the room was filled with a faint floral fragrance.

Song Wan, seeing Heng Wu panting, told her to drink some tea to catch her breath.

Once her breathing steadied, Heng Wu said: “Miss, that Concubine Lin is remarkable. Just now she was like this…”

Swinging her arm, Heng Wu mimicked Lin Jiayue’s actions for Song Wan to see: “Whap! Right across Nanny Li’s cheek—such a big slap it scared this servant into running right back.”

“What?”

Heng Zhi was so shocked she dropped the comb in her hand, and even Song Wan was momentarily stunned.

Truly this matter was too shocking—for a moment one couldn’t find words to describe it.

“Aside from those rough-work women in the household, the last time this servant heard of someone slapping someone’s mouth, it was ten-some years ago when that actor the concubine-born Third Master of our household took in got jealous and beat a little maid in the household.”

“This servant originally only thought Concubine Lin’s origins were undistinguished. Now thinking about it, I’m afraid they’re quite disgraceful.”

Song Wan also frowned, somewhat puzzled as to how exactly Jiang Xingjian had gotten involved with Lin Jiayue.

In wealthy, ritual-observing families like the Marquis household and Song household, whether male or female, legitimate or concubine-born, none could possibly do such uncouth, brawling things. Elite official families valued reputation most. From the time their ancestors established the clan and household, what they most avoided was producing those violent, life-cheapening calamitous individuals.

Anyone who was a master, no matter how filthy their heart, would never openly berate servants or brazenly slap people’s faces in public.

Noble ladies who had long dwelt in the inner quarters always showed servants more kindness than severity, never degrading them. Even in the least accomplished families’ ancestral instructions, there would certainly be a rule to treat subordinates with leniency and gentleness.

If one branch produced someone who acted tyrannically, all the daughters of the entire clan would be implicated.

Today’s matter was truly rare.

Moreover, Nanny Li’s status was quite different. Never mind that she was part of Mother Jiang’s dowry—just the fact that she was Jiang Xingjian’s wet nurse, with that nursing grace and quasi-maternal bond, meant even she and Jiang Xingjian would need to restrain their demeanor when speaking and acting around her, let alone raising a hand.

Even when the Marquis was alive, he wouldn’t dare put on such airs!

Song Wan, Heng Wu, and Heng Zhi all looked at each other, none knowing what to say.

After a good while, Song Wan finally said: “That Concubine Lin acts outrageously. Don’t get involved with her. From today on, whatever commotion comes from Xiuyan Pavilion, don’t go near.”

Huai Su was staying at Xiuyan Pavilion. If there were any problems, she would naturally tell Jiang Xingjian herself.

The marital affection between her and Jiang Xingjian was already thin. If because of Lin Jiayue even this bit of surface harmony couldn’t be maintained, it would likely make the Jiang and Song households even more awkward.

The master and three servants were conversing in the room when Lv Zhu inquired, then quietly walked in.

Lv Zhu said: “Madam has sent over a dozen maids and women, all heading to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together, thinking to herself that Lin Jiayue was probably going to suffer some hardship.

Chapter 16: Suffering
Lin Jiayue had never imagined she would suffer such terrible consequences from a single slap. After she struck that old hag surnamed Li, the other matrons from Xiuyan Pavilion dragged her into the room. Those matrons did rough work daily and possessed frightening strength—not only could she not break free, she couldn’t even curse at them. A soft cloth was stuffed in her mouth, while other nannies stood by with a pile of items that looked delicate but filled her with unease.

“Concubine Lin is quite fortunate. These implements were specially made when our ancestors established the clan and founded the household. In a hundred years, no one has had the pleasure of using them.”

Nanny Li selected a pale yellow jade board from a large lacquered fan-shaped tray. The board was forearm-length and palm-width, wider at the front and narrower at the back, thin, smooth, and translucent.

Lin Jiayue struggled and mumbled. Nanny Li said, “Release Concubine Lin.”

“Old hag, I want to see if you dare lay a finger on me.”

Lin Jiayue was somewhat afraid, but she was certain these servants wouldn’t dare do anything to her. “Jiang Xingjian is always extremely courteous when he sees me and never says a harsh word. You servants who wait on people—how would you dare treat me poorly?”

Qi Shun’s wife snorted with laughter. “The Young Master and Young Madam are considerate of servants. They’ll say a few kind words and reward a couple of coins even to those who empty the chamber pots in the household. Concubine, you mustn’t think it’s because you’ve somehow won the Young Master’s special favor.”

“Moreover, the Young Master’s name is not something you can call directly.”

Nanny Li smiled. “Since I don’t know where to begin teaching these rules, I’ll first correct Concubine’s habit of speaking recklessly without respect for superiors.”

She pulled a soft cloth from the redwood washing stand, soaked it thoroughly in cold water, then wrapped it around the rhinoceros horn disciplinary ruler.

As Lin Jiayue watched her approach closer and closer, she couldn’t help but feel afraid.

“Concubine Lin needn’t be afraid. The rhinoceros horn ruler is thin and wrapped with a cold water cloth. Though it hurts when struck, it won’t leave marks or truly injure you.”

The moment she finished speaking, Lin Jiayue heard a sharp crack, and her cheek immediately began to throb with pain.

When something thin and tough struck her face, her cheek quickly heated up. But because it was also wrapped with a cloth soaked in cold water, that heat remained suppressed beneath the skin’s surface. The swelling sensation of pain that couldn’t be released made Lin Jiayue feel her gums and tongue root go numb.

“Crack.”

With one strike of the ruler, Nanny Li recited loudly, “A virtuous woman guards her mouth, speaks no baseless words, engages in no frivolous behavior, involves herself in no filth, and places herself in no suspicious situations.”

“Crack…”

“Womanly virtue means quiet righteousness, womanly speech means simple elegance, womanly work means thorough prudence, womanly appearance means refined grace… Recite it aloud!”

Lin Jiayue’s limbs were firmly pinned down. She clenched her teeth tightly and refused to speak no matter what.

Nanny Li sneered coldly. She repeated the same phrase over and over. With each recitation came a crack.

She had served at Madam Jiang’s side since childhood—fifteen years at the Liang household plus over twenty years at the Marquis residence—and no master had ever spoken a harsh word to her. Now to have been slapped by a junior concubine, these decades of dignity were completely wasted.

In the past, though she looked down on Lin Jiayue, she had never thought to deliberately make things difficult for her. But now it was uncertain to what degree these rules would need to be learned.

“Pure, single-minded, and steadfast—the way of conducting oneself…”

“Pure, single-minded, and steadfast…”

Unable to withstand strike after strike, Lin Jiayue finally couldn’t hold out and slowly began to speak.

Seeing her compliance, Nanny Li snorted coldly. “Invite Concubine Lin over to learn with this old servant the rules of movement, lying down, stepping, and sitting.”

She tossed down the ruler and signaled to a young maid with a servant’s bun to change Lin Jiayue’s clothes.

The young maid hastily stripped off Lin Jiayue’s garments. She felt only shame but was powerless to resist.

The new clothes had been starched with some unknown substance and were stiff as boards, painful and uncomfortable to wear.

Then another matron stepped forward holding a roll of embroidery needles, which she quickly pinned onto Lin Jiayue’s dress and skirt.

Nanny Li took out a long, thin cane and said coldly, “Please follow this old servant in learning the proper movements for bowing.”

Lin Jiayue felt all her teeth had lost sensation from clenching, yet she had no choice but to follow Nanny Li’s movements. But the clothes on her body were like iron plates, and with the slightest carelessness, silver needles would pierce into her flesh. After just a few steps, she was drenched in sweat, suffering unbearably.

“Crack.”

The thin, long cane struck Lin Jiayue’s leg. “When standing, don’t sway your skirt.”

“Crack.”

“When walking, don’t turn your head.”

“Crack.”

“When speaking, don’t part your lips widely.”

“Crack…”

“Walk lightly with slow steps, keep hands folded and voice low…”

It wasn’t until the middle of the night that Lin Jiayue suddenly woke from her dreams, her mouth involuntarily shouting out a phrase about the principles of proper conduct, with only purity and chastity as one’s duty.

Coming to her senses, she couldn’t help but sob aloud.

“Ahem, would Concubine Lin like some tea?”

“No… no need.”

With red eyes, Lin Jiayue lay back down under the quilts, never before hating this era so much.

The carved canopy bed was heavy and exquisite. A single wooden carved bed contained both a vanity and small table, and inside the bed were dozens of delicate wooden boxes for the user to store various ingenious items.

When she first saw it, she was very pleased and couldn’t help but imagine what kind of luxurious extravagance the canopy bed in Lanting Courtyard’s main residence must be.

But outside the canopy bed was the embroidered couch for the night-watch maid. It was said to be for convenient care, but in reality, if she turned over at night, someone would speak up with instructions. And outside the couch where the personal maid slept was the side room for rough-work maids, and beyond that slept the watch-keeping matrons.

If she talked in her sleep at night, by the next day it would be spread far and wide.

Lin Jiayue stared at the blue gauze curtain above her head, biting the quilt and crying silently.

Half dreaming, half sleeping, seemingly awake yet not fully awake, she suffered through the night. Before the sky had even brightened, Lin Jiayue was shaken awake again by Nanny Li.

She had barely endured yesterday and was fantasizing that today Jiang Xingjian would come looking for her, would appear like a hero on colorful auspicious clouds to rescue her from fire and water. But this wishful thinking was seen through at a glance by Nanny Li.

Nanny Li sneered. “Is Concubine Lin hoping the Young Master will appear?”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together and said nothing.

“Heh, this old servant will tell Concubine the truth. Such foolish wishful thinking is really unnecessary. The current Emperor, Imperial Consort Jiang, and Consort Yun have returned to the palace from their summer retreat. The Young Master and Young Madam entered the palace before dawn today to have an audience with the Emperor. Even when they return from the palace, the two of them must still go to the Song household to pay respects to the bride’s family.”

“Without three to five days, the Young Master and Young Madam won’t return.”

Lin Jiayue’s face showed shock, her complexion turning pale with a greenish tinge. Seeing this, Nanny Li said, “The Young Madam is one blessed with good fortune. Concubine Lin should pray early that the Young Master and Young Madam can produce a noble heir. Otherwise, drinking too much contraceptive tea will make it difficult to conceive in the future.”

“Though children born to concubines must be sent to the legitimate mother to raise, if you’re obedient and properly beg the Young Madam, she might not necessarily refuse to show mercy.”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip until traces of teeth marks oozed tiny spots of bright red.

She was here suffering hardship for Jiang Xingjian’s sake, yet Jiang Xingjian was entering the palace to see the Emperor together with Song Wan, even going to the Song household?

Lin Jiayue’s heart shattered with hatred, but she didn’t know that Song Wan’s palace visit wasn’t going any more smoothly.

Chapter 17: Entering the Palace
Just past the hour of Yin, Song Wan rose to prepare her makeup for the palace audience with the Emperor.

“Your hairdressing skills are the best—there’s no need to exert yourself so much.”

Song Wan stood up. Seeing that Lv Zhu hadn’t slept all night and had been pestering Xiang Cao to practice styling her hair, she couldn’t help but feel distressed.

Lv Zhu smiled. “This servant has been away from hairdressing for too long. My skills have deteriorated more than a little. Fortunately, Xiang Cao was here tonight to help this servant regain some feeling for it.”

As she spoke, Lv Zhu used a white jade spoon to scoop a drop of jasmine fragrance oil and dotted it between her wrists. She gently rubbed until it released its fragrance, then lifted Song Wan’s hair and carefully styled it.

“This servant has chosen the Chaoyun Proximate Fragrance style for Miss. Properly speaking, one should wear the Peony style when entering the palace, but our household’s dowry doesn’t have matching hair ornaments and jewelry—we really can’t support that wealthy appearance.”

“Though Old Madam and Madam sent several sets, they have wealth in abundance but lack youthful vitality.”

Song Wan half-closed her eyes, somewhat drowsy. “Good Lv Zhu, I’ll leave it to your judgment.”

She knew Lv Zhu was in a difficult position.

The Marquis household was currently spending beyond its means. Most of the jewelry and ornaments Old Madam and Madam Jiang sent were from their own dowries. Though valuable, they ultimately weren’t in the newest styles, and the colors and designs weren’t quite suitable for her.

Moreover, she had married into the Marquis household with the status of a prospective widow. Her dowry not only lacked jewelry, ornaments, rouge, and powder, but didn’t even include fabric with any color.

Properly speaking, when Jiang Xingjian returned to the capital, the Song household should have sent her a new dowry, but with her father and brothers at the mountain villa avoiding summer heat with the Emperor, this matter had been delayed.

“Miss, please see if this is acceptable?”

Lv Zhu gently called to Song Wan. Song Wan raised her head and felt somewhat unfamiliar looking at herself in the bronze mirror.

“After wearing a plain bun for six years, suddenly wearing a head full of hairpins feels rather uncomfortable.”

The young lady in the mirror, set off by the golden begonia flower-threaded hair ornaments and ruby pomegranate kingfisher-adorned hairpins, appeared extraordinarily beautiful and delicate beyond compare. Her skin was whiter than snow and as smooth as cream. Now with just slight adornment, she made the room full of peonies and herbaceous peonies lose their color.

Song Wan pressed her lips together, her eyes curving to reveal a slightly restrained smile.

“Miss is truly beautiful.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu brought clothes into the room. Upon seeing the made-up Song Wan, they were stunned for a moment.

For her outfit, Song Wan chose a crimson dress embroidered with silver and jade-cloud-pattern rainbow skirt. She could barely be considered newly married, so wearing red was fitting.

By the time her entire outfit was properly arranged, the sky had gradually brightened.

Jiang Xingjian waited in the courtyard. Today he also wore crimson. As Song Wan gracefully approached with Heng Zhi’s support, the two standing together truly gave the impression of a heaven-made match, naturally well-suited.

“Madam, please.”

Jiang Xingjian lifted the curtain of the emerald brocade sedan chair in the courtyard. After bowing, Song Wan sat inside. Before lowering the curtain, she saw that from behind Jiang Xingjian’s ear to his neck was flushed crimson.

Song Wan pressed her lips together, her face showing hints of bashfulness.

Four matrons carried the sedan chair to outside the hanging flower gate, where there was another empty sedan prepared for the accompanying maids. After Heng Zhi and Heng Wu sat inside, the four matrons carrying the sedan withdrew, and eight other young manservants with proper features and nimble legs came from elsewhere.

When the sedan reached the side gate of the Marquis household, the household matrons held up blue gauze screens to form a gauze wall. Only then did Heng Zhi and Heng Wu exit the sedan to help Song Wan board the carriage.

Jiang Xingjian sat in the carriage, extending his hand to help Song Wan up.

Song Wan’s face flushed slightly as she gently placed her hand in the man’s palm.

The space inside the carriage was cramped, and both wore cumbersome clothing. Unable to fully extend their bodies, their knees inevitably touched.

Jiang Xingjian only felt today’s weather was stifling. Before long, beads of sweat appeared on his face. He lifted a corner of the soft gauze curtain seeking to catch a breath of air.

Song Wan’s eyelashes trembled slightly. Her palms resting on her knees grew somewhat hot from nervousness.

The palace entry procedures were complex. The two waited at the palace gate quite early. When the Emperor’s oral decree arrived, Jiang Xingjian felt his inner garment was nearly soaked through.

When dismounting from the carriage, he reached out to receive Song Wan. Their palms pressed together, the heat scorching. Both were burned so intensely they simultaneously released their grip.

“Madam…”

Jiang Xingjian’s throat tightened. He quickly cleared his throat to relieve the awkwardness.

Song Wan was still in the carriage and hadn’t descended. Seeing this, Heng Zhi wanted to step forward to help, but Jiang Xingjian was faster. With one hand he grasped Song Wan’s slender waist and half-carried her down from the carriage.

The two had never been this intimate before. The young lady’s body carried a rich fragrance—light floral notes mingling with the man’s ambergris cold scent, creating a rather intoxicating atmosphere.

As Song Wan’s feet touched the ground, Jiang Xingjian immediately withdrew his hands.

Heng Zhi looked up to see her young miss and young master appearing as if they had walked through a steam basket. Both were flushed from head to toe with crimson color, and her young miss’s earlobes looked as if they might drip blood.

Jiang Xingjian had not yet inherited his title and was merely a commoner. That the Emperor summoned the two into the palace was mostly an act of consideration for his subjects. After briefly asking a few questions about the events of that day and bestowing some gold, silver, and jewels as slight consolation, he went to handle governmental affairs.

Thus, Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan first went to Consort Yun’s Changxin Palace.

In Changxin Palace, Song Yuning shed a stream of hot tears the moment she saw Song Wan.

“I pay respects to Consort Yun…”

“Wan’er, rise quickly. Your aunt cannot bear to see you perform such formal courtesies.”

Consort Yun descended from the platform in two or three steps and embraced Song Wan, continuously stroking her back.

She was seven years older than Song Wan. Though called aunt, their relationship was like mother and daughter. Song Wan had been well-behaved and sensible as a child. She was so delighted that she kept the girl in her own courtyard to raise.

But since Song Wan married into the Marquis household, the two hadn’t seen each other for six years.

Song Yuning held Song Wan tightly, her voice choked with emotion.

As the aunt and niece intimately reminisced, Jiang Xingjian accompanied them from the side. It wasn’t until Song Yuning worried that Song Wan would cry and ruin her makeup that she stopped mentioning sad matters.

“Look quickly at what your aunt has prepared for you.”

The female official beside Consort Yun announced outward. Before long, over a dozen eunuchs filed in. Six or seven half-person-height chests were carried inside. Song Yuning opened them one by one—inside were all jewelry, fabric, and other items she had saved for Song Wan over these years.

“In the past, whenever I saw these things, I wanted to save them for you. Originally I thought even if they couldn’t be used, later they would still be good…”

Her words cut off abruptly as they left her mouth, but Jiang Xingjian understood Consort Yun’s meaning—these things were what she had prepared for Song Wan’s eventual burial.

“Now it’s good—your aunt’s heartfelt intentions won’t be wasted.”

Song Wan tried to decline, but Consort Yun was quite insistent. “These are nothing. Your aunt has a truly good thing to give you two.”

Consort Yun said, “I specially requested this from Daoist Er Huan. When you return to the Marquis household, hang it in your room for good luck.”

Song Wan received a painting from the female official’s hands. Seeing Consort Yun tell her to open it and look, she assumed it was some famous master’s work and opened it without any precaution.

Jiang Xingjian stood to the side helping her support the scroll. When they saw the painting’s content, both their faces turned red simultaneously.

The painting showed a pair of golden boy and jade maiden. The golden boy held a bright red peach, the jade maiden grasped lotus leaves and flowers. The two leaned on each other most delightfully. In terms of painting technique, the figures’ expressions were naive and endearing, both form and spirit perfectly captured—clearly a work that could be passed down through the family for generations.

Only this particular image…

Song Wan hastily closed the painting, forgetting that Jiang Xingjian’s hand still supported the bottom scroll. For a moment she nearly tore the artwork.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian unhurriedly grasped Song Wan’s hand. After silently comforting her, he then put away the He-He Twin Immortals painting in his hand.

The He-He Twin Immortals painting was an image that must be venerated on the wedding night. It signified joyful harmony and also meant continuous prosperity and many children bringing blessings.

Jiang Xingjian held the He-He Twin Immortals painting in his hand, suddenly feeling an itch in his throat.

Chapter 18: Generational Enmity
After leaving Changxin Palace, Song Wan still felt her cheeks burning hot, quite restrained in manner.

As for Jiang Xingjian, whether he had forgotten or for some other reason, he kept holding her hand without releasing it.

Song Wan understood her aunt’s meaning. Jiang Xingjian had already taken two concubines, yet the two of them had never consummated their marriage.

If the Marquis household produced an eldest illegitimate son, chaos would surely follow in the future. Her aunt felt sorry for her and didn’t want her or her children to suffer grievances.

Only…

Song Wan lowered her head to look at their clasped hands, her heart obscure and unclear.

If he hadn’t had that experience at the frontier, or had never met Lin Jiayue, the two of them could certainly have been a harmonious couple who treated each other with courtesy and respect. But now, who knew what kind of situation the future would bring.

Song Wan’s nose grew sour. She exerted slight force wanting to withdraw her hand.

But the moment she moved her fingers, she was gripped tightly by Jiang Xingjian.

The man neither turned his head nor spoke, only held her hand ever more firmly.

“Husband…”

Jiang Xingjian stopped. Behind them, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, as well as the eunuch Consort Yun had sent to look after Song Wan, all halted their steps.

“Is the space on the wall to the east of the main courtyard where the incense burner is placed empty?”

Song Wan nodded blankly.

Jiang Xingjian’s face was stiff as he pressed his lips together and said, “It would be suitable to hang a famous work there.”

Song Wan’s eyes were flustered. For a moment she didn’t know how to answer him. The young lady’s face was full of bashfulness, her dazed appearance seeming somewhat foolish. Jiang Xingjian forcefully suppressed the joy in his heart and pulled Song Wan toward Imperial Consort Jiang’s Yanqing Palace.

It wasn’t until they entered the palace gate of Yanqing Palace that Song Wan slightly came back to her senses.

Yanqing Palace was deathly quiet, without any of the warm and lively atmosphere of Changxin Palace.

“Young Master Jiang, Her Ladyship has been waiting for you for quite some time.”

The supervising eunuch from Changxin Palace arrived belatedly. Jiang Xingjian was pulling Song Wan, just preparing to go see his own elder sister, when he heard the eunuch say, “Madam Jiang, please wait.”

“A few days ago, the Imperial Astronomy Bureau said that Her Ladyship has been unwell recently and cannot see those born in the years of the Rabbit, Snake, Goat, or Dog. To avoid offending Her Ladyship, you should wait in the small garden instead.”

Jiang Xingjian frowned. Song Wan, however, sighed silently. The eunuch from Changxin Palace who had followed them also narrowed his eyes.

“Husband, please go. Don’t keep Her Ladyship waiting.”

Song Wan released their clasped hands and stood outside Yanqing Palace with a smile.

Jiang Xingjian was uneasy. After instructing the eunuch beside him to look after Song Wan well, he went alone to see Jiang Man.

In the Changxin sleeping chamber, Jiang Man wore a moon-white palace satin brocade dress, with only a silver filigree bat pearl hairpin on her head. Though not as plain as what Song Wan had worn during her widowhood, in the palace it was an extremely rare austere appearance.

In the sleeping chamber, only one or two of Jiang Man’s trusted confidants were present.

“Elder Sister.”

Jiang Man’s eyes reddened slightly. “These past years have been hard on you.”

“It’s younger brother who is incompetent, unable to ease Elder Sister’s worries.”

Jiang Man extended her slender fingers. Her nails, glowing with cherry-pink soft light, appeared exceptionally lustrous and glossy. A palace maid beside her supported her hand and brought it to Jiang Xingjian’s side.

“The gunpowder formula in that woman’s hands—is it truly as powerful as claimed, capable of moving mountains and leveling seas?”

“Younger brother has seen it. The power is considerable.”

Jiang Man covered her lips. “Then your years of scheming at the frontier weren’t in vain. With this person and this item, Father’s great revenge can surely be repaid.”

“…”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, his complexion turning slightly pale.

Jiang Man’s brows and eyes were sharp—a rarely seen heroic appearance among women. If judging by features alone, compared to the gentle-natured Song Yuning, she was three parts less charming and two parts less graceful. But Jiang Man possessed a pair of peerless eyes.

Those eyes were bright and full of feeling. Even when looking at people coldly, they naturally carried a sultry, alluring charm of wanting to speak yet hesitating.

If such a pair of eyes were born on an ordinary woman, they would only give the impression of frivolous behavior. But on her, they inexplicably added several parts of a desire people wanted to conquer.

If she truly didn’t have exceptional qualities, she wouldn’t have been in the palace only one year before giving birth to the Fifth Prince.

Having lived the duplicitous palace life for so long, she saw human hearts and human nature ever more clearly, let alone her younger brother whom she had watched grow up since childhood.

With one glance, she knew what Jiang Xingjian was thinking.

“You want to ask me why I never told you about Song Wan marrying into the Marquis household?”

Jiang Xingjian straightened his back, his hands and feet slightly stiff.

“Come with me.”

The two walked to a side room in the hall. Jiang Man moved aside the white jade Guanyin enshrined in the small Buddhist hall, revealing the memorial tablet behind it.

“Kneel.”

Seeing his father’s name, Jiang Xingjian knelt down without hesitation.

“After I unexpectedly entered the palace carrying the dragon’s child, you and Father were immediately arranged to go to the frontier to transport grain. This assignment shouldn’t have fallen to you two, correct or not?”

“Correct.”

“Father died, the Marquis household rapidly declined. The First Prince lacks virtue, the Crown Prince has been paralyzed for years, Qianshu’s birth poses the greatest threat to the Third Prince Shen Qianbai, correct or not?”

“Correct.”

Jiang Man’s eyes reddened. “You and I both know in our hearts that a prince without family support is like a small boat on waves—difficult to navigate even without wind. Don’t tell Elder Sister that you can’t see Song Lan’an’s ambitions, Song Yuning’s schemes, can’t see who was behind the plot that harmed you and Father’s lives!”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, the light in his eyes slowly dispersing.

“Yi’er, Elder Sister knows you have feelings for Song Wan.”

“Those palace lanterns, wood carvings, and hand bracelets you gave her in childhood—Elder Sister accompanied you carving them stroke by stroke. Elder Sister also knows that since youth you’ve been waiting to marry her into the family.”

“But what of it?”

“The enmity of killing one’s father cannot be erased. If you must resent, then resent that she was born into the wrong family, reincarnated into the Song household. If you must resent, then resent Song Lan’an and Song Yuning’s overweening ambitions.”

Jiang Man gripped Jiang Xingjian’s shoulders, so forcefully that her index finger nail broke without her noticing.

A palace maid beside her stepped forward, but was waved away by Jiang Man.

“If one day the Song household is destroyed with everyone dead, leaving only Song Wan, Elder Sister will permit you to be with her. But if Song Lan’an and Song Yuning never fall, Elder Sister won’t mind using Song Wan as a weapon when necessary.”

“I…”

Jiang Xingjian closed his eyes in pain. After a moment, he said in a heavy voice, “Elder Sister, I know what I must do now.”

Seeing that he seemed to have made up his mind, though Jiang Man felt reluctant, she still gently patted his shoulder. Only then did the siblings slowly begin reminiscing, yet both seemed to deliberately forget about Song Wan still waiting outside the hall.

Song Wan stood outside Yanqing Palace, the sun making her head dizzy. The young eunuch who had come to look after her stamped his feet anxiously.

“Madam Jiang, please return to Changxin Palace with this servant.”

“I cannot.”

Song Wan smiled. “If I leave on my own without Her Ladyship’s summons, I fear I’ll be charged with the crime of disrespecting an Imperial Consort. Wan’er knows that Eunuch has a kind heart and cannot bear to see me exposed to the scorching sun here.”

Looking up at Yanqing Palace’s garden, Song Wan pointed at the artificial mountain. “Why don’t you accompany Wan’er to stroll over there and escape the heat—would that be acceptable?”

How could the eunuch not agree? He hurriedly escorted Song Wan to a shady area in the garden. But before they had even entered, they heard rustling sounds from a corner where a group of young eunuchs were surrounding a sweeping eunuch covered in injuries, bullying and tormenting him.

Song Wan looked at the back of the person on the ground and slightly furrowed her brows.

Chapter 19: Holding Hands
“You little beasts, how dare you run wild here?”

The eunuch from Changxin Palace pointed at the bullies and shouted sharply. Those people scattered in all directions and disappeared without a trace.

The eunuch curled his lip, muttering something about Imperial Consort Jiang’s lax control of her subordinates, then stepped forward to help the person on the ground up.

“Are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

The eunuch hunched his body, his back bent severely. He wore the palace’s lowest-grade eunuch uniform, so dirty and old it was unbearable to look at. Even his ankles and wrists were exposed, suggesting no one provided him with replacement clothing.

Palace service meant different fates, and treatment varied vastly. If one was fortunate enough to gain the favor of some palace master, one might become a person of status. But if one was dull-witted and lazy, not pleasing to anyone, life would be no better than hell.

Song Wan looked at the exposed skin on the eunuch’s hands and feet before her, unable to bear it in her heart.

Those hands were covered with bruises and bloody marks. Countless small wounds were exposed, and both the palms and backs of his hands were full of scars left by repeatedly occurring chilblains. At a glance, one could tell this person was a suffering soul who had endured hardship for years without respite.

Such injuries she had only previously seen in medical texts.

“Where do you serve? How did you end up here?”

The young eunuch said, “This lowly one is called Ji Rong. Today I received orders from Eunuch Wang of the Eastern Palace to come to Yanqing Palace to fetch some things from Eunuch Changsheng.”

The eunuch from Changxin Palace explained upon hearing this, “These are all servants whose names this slave has never heard. Presumably these little beasts lost money gambling privately and sent him to demand silver, which is why he was beaten with a cudgel.”

Seeing the bullied eunuch nod, Song Wan had Heng Wu take out two taels of silver for him. “If you truly have nowhere to find shelter in the palace, you may go to Changxin Palace to seek my aunt.”

His injuries were indeed old wounds and not fake. His manner of speaking also didn’t resemble the usual palace eunuchs’ smoothness. Such a person would certainly not fare well in the palace. Changxin Palace wouldn’t mind having one more sweeping eunuch, but for Ji Rong, it might save his life.

Who would have thought that upon hearing this, he only shook his head blankly. “This lowly one serves in the Eastern Palace.”

“You little beast, why refuse a toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit?”

Song Wan smiled lightly. “No matter. As long as he has a place to shelter, and I also respect His Highness the Crown Prince—there’s nothing wrong with being in the Eastern Palace.”

After these words, both Ji Rong and the eunuch beside Song Wan were stunned.

The master of the Eastern Palace had been paralyzed for half a year. The Crown Prince’s honored position was in name only. Even these eunuchs couldn’t help but speak with disdain when mentioning the Eastern Palace. They hadn’t expected that a noble lady like Song Wan would speak words of respect for the Crown Prince.

After all, the Crown Prince had gone to a neighboring country as a hostage at age five. When he returned, he was already a cripple. He truly had no presence in the palace. In contrast, her aunt’s Third Prince was a leading candidate for the next Crown Prince.

After Song Wan spoke, she turned to leave. But Ji Rong murmured, “Why… respect the Crown Prince?”

Song Wan turned back. “Kings have Heaven as father and Earth as mother. The Crown Prince is born of the Son of Heaven, so naturally he is like the Son of Heaven—blessed with deep and enduring fortune. They have protected the realm and its people for many years, so I respect the Crown Prince.”

Ji Rong watched Song Wan’s departing figure, surprised in his heart.

He made his way back to the Eastern Palace, only to see that the entire Eastern Palace was no different from the Cold Palace—desolate and lonely, not to mention the palace maids and eunuchs were slovenly and undisciplined.

“Where did you run off to? That thing inside pissed on the couch again. It stinks terribly—hurry up and clean it.”

Seeing him return, a palace maid sitting in front of the Eastern Palace sleeping chamber urged him harshly. Upon hearing this, Ji Rong walked inside woodenly.

The Crown Prince’s sleeping chamber, bright yellow everywhere, was permeated with a foul stench. He walked to the golden couch and looked at the Crown Prince with sunken cheeks, his entire body emaciated. “You didn’t suffer that ordeal for nothing after all. There are still people who remember your merit.”

What blessed with deep and enduring fortune—those were just empty words.

The court’s national strength was weak. Sending a five-year-old child to a neighboring country as a hostage was itself a tremendous humiliation. The current Emperor exchanged the Crown Prince’s life for ten years of peace. But when the Crown Prince returned to court, what greeted him was not honor and favor, but contempt and disdain.

Simply because the Crown Prince lived for one more day, the entire court from ruler to ministers had to bear the name of incompetence. As long as the Crown Prince didn’t die for one more day, no one could forget the shameful fact that a child’s body was exchanged for the world’s stability.

Therefore, no one dared say these twelve years of peace were given by the Crown Prince, and no one dared speak a word of respect for the Crown Prince.

Ji Rong looked at the Crown Prince whose gaze was turbid, making meaningless guttural sounds from his mouth. Helplessly, he helped him up and deftly changed the bedding beneath him.

The world was waiting for the Eastern Palace to die early, but unexpectedly he had held on for eight full years.

If not for the fact that the Third Prince was still young and the First Prince truly couldn’t shoulder great responsibility, the Emperor would have likely eliminated the Crown Prince long ago to rid himself of this shameful affliction.

Song Wan’s words today shocked not only Ji Rong, but even the eunuch from Changxin Palace felt deeply moved.

“Madam, please don’t mention that one in the future.”

Seeing him point toward the east, Song Wan smiled and nodded.

With the farce over, the group strolled through Yanqing Palace’s small garden. Until they left, she never saw Imperial Consort Jiang’s face.

Watching Jiang Xingjian emerge, Song Wan bowed from afar toward Imperial Consort Jiang through the latticed window.

“Song Wan is acceptable.”

Jiang Man played with her broken nail, expressionless. The palace maid beside her said upon hearing this, “The Young Master has admired the Song family’s daughter since childhood. Since Your Ladyship finds Song Wan acceptable, why break up the lovebirds?”

“Why?”

Jiang Man sighed. “Because Song Yuning gave birth to the Third Prince, the Song family has blocked this palace’s path.”

“Old Marquis’s matter at the frontier…”

Jiang Man raised her eyebrows, her eyes full of ambition. “Whether or not Father was harmed by the Song household doesn’t matter. What matters is that in the future, the Third Prince and my Shu’er will inevitably compete. When tigers meet, victory or defeat is still uncertain. I cannot let Yi’er divide even half his attention, cannot have even the slightest possibility of him being soft-hearted.”

“Moreover, long pain is worse than short pain. If the two are destined not to have a good ending, better they never began at all.”

Jiang Man looked at Jiang Xingjian’s back and spoke in a low voice. Only after seeing him walk out of the hall did she leave.

Song Wan only saw that after Jiang Xingjian emerged from Yanqing Palace, the expression on his face had dimmed somewhat, far from as gentle and warm as before. Her heart felt melancholy, and for a moment she was at a loss and aggrieved.

Jiang Xingjian walked ahead with a grave face, struggle and pain hidden in his eyes.

He knew in his heart that Song Wan was innocent, yet he also understood that she and the Song household were of one heart. Without the Song household’s scheming beforehand, there would be no Song Wan’s glory afterward.

Women’s thoughts were delicate and sensitive. Seeing his cold and indifferent appearance, Song Wan knew that Imperial Consort Jiang must have said something. Looking at Jiang Xingjian, she suddenly mustered some courage.

He was her husband. She couldn’t allow the two of them to continue being so cold toward each other.

Song Wan’s face flushed crimson. Pressing her lips together, she quickened her pace.

She looked at Jiang Xingjian’s hand for a long while before mustering all her courage to gently grasp it.

Who would have thought that Jiang Xingjian’s arm would stiffen. After a moment’s contemplation, he shook her off and never looked back.

Chapter 20: Elder Brother
“Ah Wan?”

“Mother.”

Song Wan barely came back to her senses and realized they had already returned to the Song residence.

She had just been completely immersed in shame and regret, not even noticing that Madam Song was sitting in front of her.

Madam Song smiled warmly. “Why do you look so absent-minded? Are you feeling unwell somewhere?”

“Perhaps it was a bit hot today. The sun made me somewhat dizzy.”

Upon hearing this, Madam Song hurriedly had a maid beside her bring ice cream. Song Wan took it, tasted a bite, then set it aside.

“I should have visited you at the Marquis household these past days, but I was busy organizing your dowry and it was delayed. I didn’t expect you and Xingjian would return home today. The master hasn’t seen him for a long time and will likely want to talk for quite a while. If you’re truly uncomfortable, go back to your room and rest—nothing in your room has been touched.”

Song Wan smiled shyly. “How could I be so delicate? Mother needn’t worry.”

“That’s good then.”

Madam Song was Song Wan’s biological maternal aunt. After Song Wan’s birth mother passed away, her father married a concubine-born daughter of the Su family—first to consolidate the marriage alliance between the Song and Su households, and second to better care for her elder brother and herself.

However, when Madam Song married in, Song Fu had already passed the age to be raised by inner-quarter women, and Song Wan herself had been taken to her aunt’s courtyard. Thus over these years, her relationship with Madam Song had been lukewarm, not particularly close.

For a moment they had nothing to say. After quite a while, Madam Song said dryly, “I’ll have the steward bring your dowry list so you can check if anything is missing.”

Before long, the Song household’s steward matron came in carrying a yellow rosewood box. Madam Song opened it and handed it to Song Wan to look over.

Song Wan glanced at it and found no issues. Not only was her mother’s dowry completely intact inside, the household had also provided several shops in excellent locations, two estates in the outskirts of the capital, and two hundred mu of good farmland. Even in the capital, this dowry was extremely impressive.

“Thank you for your hard work these past days, Mother.”

“Not at all. It’s all what I should do.”

After they spoke, they again had nothing to say. If it were any other day, Song Wan would certainly not be so negligent. But now her heart was in turmoil, her scattered thoughts leaving her in no mood for pleasantries.

It wasn’t until the household’s steward matron came to find Madam Song and she told Song Wan to rest in her own courtyard that both felt considerably relieved.

Walking out of the courtyard, Song Wan saw a man standing under the covered walkway, as if waiting for her.

The man had long eyebrows extending to his temples, cold and proud eyes. Standing alone there, he exuded an air of pride. Song Wan looked for a moment and recognized this person as her elder brother, Song Fu.

Song Fu turned his head. Seeing her staring blankly at him, he couldn’t help but reveal a smile of three parts warmth.

“Ah Wan, come here.”

The man beckoned. Song Wan quickened her pace and walked over.

“I greet Elder Brother.”

Seeing Song Fu, she suddenly felt somewhat unable to suppress her grievances. Her tone also carried a barely detectable sob.

Song Fu stared carefully at her face for a long while without speaking.

In his memory, she was still a little girl who loved to eat sweet cakes. If one day he returned home from the government school without bringing her some sweets, she would look at him with an aggrieved expression.

Today was somewhat similar, yet not entirely the same.

Before, if she felt wronged, she would tell him immediately. But now she only lowered her head, afraid he might notice.

Song Fu furrowed his brows and spoke. “Now that Xingjian has returned, your situation at the Marquis household is different from before. Remember to be harmonious in your daily conduct, magnanimous toward others, filial to your elders, and don’t compete with your sisters-in-law…”

After just a few sentences, he saw Song Wan’s eyes reddening. Song Fu hastily stopped.

Song Wan smiled lightly with red eyes. “Where did Elder Brother learn these words? You sound just like an elderly nanny from the inner quarters.”

Song Fu paused slightly, somewhat embarrassed.

He was afraid Song Wan had no mother to guide her, no one to teach her these inner-quarter matters. So he had racked his brains to come up with a few words of advice. Who would have thought his own sister would react this way upon hearing them?

“Elder Brother doesn’t understand inner-quarter matters…”

“Wan’er knows.”

One phrase “Elder Brother doesn’t understand” made Song Wan’s eyes heat up, nearly shedding tears.

Seeing this, Song Fu knew she wasn’t having a smooth time at the Marquis household. But as her elder brother, he couldn’t interfere in her husband’s household affairs either.

After thinking for a long time, Song Fu finally said, “There’s a vacancy in the Ministry of Personnel. If nothing unexpected happens, Elder Brother will take a position in the Ministry of Personnel this year.”

Last year he had already taken the position of Assistant Director at the Imperial Academy. According to Father’s plan, if he lay low at the Imperial Academy for several years, he could enter the Secretariat. With Father protecting and guiding him in the Secretariat, he could certainly rise smoothly. But if so, for nearly ten years he would have to keep a low profile and not show his capabilities.

Song Fu looked at Song Wan’s slightly reddened eyes and furrowed his brows slightly.

Going to the Secretariat was too slow. He could wait ten years, but Song Wan could not.

The Song family’s legitimate line had two sons and three daughters. Though Song Wan was the legitimate eldest daughter, she wasn’t Father’s only daughter. Moreover, the marriage alliance with the Marquis of Chengyang’s household was truly unstable. Though no disturbances were visible now, he could see the undercurrents beneath the calm.

If in the future the two or three factions fought, the Song household would likely not fully protect her.

In a few breaths, Song Fu overturned Song Lan’an’s preparations of several years.

“The Ministry of Personnel is the foremost of the Six Ministries—where would a vacancy come from? Is Elder Brother trying to deceive Wan’er who was a widow for six years and doesn’t know worldly affairs?”

“Moreover, how would Father let Elder Brother go to the Ministry of Personnel?”

Song Wan said softly, “Elder Brother, don’t overthink. Wan’er is doing very well at the Marquis household. Old Madam and Madam treat Wan’er like their own daughter. Husband… Husband is gentle and considerate. We two were childhood sweethearts—our feelings couldn’t be deeper.”

“It’s just that after not seeing Elder Brother for many years, Wan’er missed him dearly.”

She didn’t know how Father had arranged things for Elder Brother, but certainly wouldn’t let him go to the Ministry of Personnel. The Ministry of Personnel did have real power, but how easy was it to enter? He spoke this way because seeing her, he assumed she wasn’t doing well and was hastily seeking a position in the Ministry of Personnel to back her up.

But how could she be so selfish?

“Elder Brother, properly follow Father’s arrangements. Don’t…”

“Don’t meddle in men’s affairs.”

Song Fu bent his finger and lightly tapped Song Wan’s head. Seeing her cover her head, he smiled and took out a small wooden box from his chest.

“Elder Brother’s addition to your dowry.”

Song Wan opened it. Inside was a box full of bank notes of various denominations—some for a thousand taels, some for a hundred, and even two for fifty taels. Her nose grew sour as she murmured, “The household only gives two taels monthly allowance. There must be three or four thousand taels here. How long did Elder Brother save to accumulate this box?”

Song Fu frowned. “Why ask these questions? What Elder Brother gives you, you just take.”

“It must be what Elder Brother saved since childhood.”

Song Fu glanced at her. “Aunt used to say all the time that if a daughter has no dowry when going to her husband’s family, she’ll be looked down upon.”

Song Wan clutched the wooden box, biting her lips tightly, afraid that if she wasn’t careful, tears would fall from her eyes.

Song Fu reached out to pat her head and sighed slightly. “Elder Brother is a man. If he wants silver, he has his ways—not comparable to you, a woman of the inner quarters.”

“Elder Brother asks nothing else, only hopes you’ll be well…”

As the siblings were warmly reminiscing, Jiang Xingjian cleared his throat lightly from a distance. Seeing this, Song Fu withdrew his hand.

Chapter 21: Struggling
“Husband.”

Seeing Jiang Xingjian approach, Song Wan gave him a gentle smile.

Jiang Xingjian’s heart tightened, and he found himself unable to look at her directly.

“Have you finished speaking with Father?”

“Yes.”

Song Fu nodded. Seeing Song Wan’s sweet expression, he couldn’t help but smile and say, “There are many rules in the palace. You two have been busy all day—return to your courtyard and rest. Tonight, we two shall drink heartily together.”

“We obey Elder Brother’s instruction.”

Jiang Xingjian watched Song Fu leave. The smiles on both husband and wife’s faces faded simultaneously.

The two walked forward in silence. Song Wan clutched tightly the small box Song Fu had given her, feeling much more at ease in her heart.

After leaving the palace, the shame and grievance that had lingered in her heart, along with those faint, elusive feelings and the dejection and panic from being rejected, all dissipated one by one after seeing her elder brother.

“Madam, the courtyard is very clean. The residence must clean it regularly, and all the bedding has been replaced with new sets. If you’re tired, you can go to the inner chamber for an afternoon rest.”

After entering the courtyard where Song Wan had lived in her youth, Heng Zhi looked around.

She and her sister had grown up in this courtyard with Song Wan. Returning to this familiar place naturally brought joy to their hearts.

“Miss, the bamboo wind chimes you hung yourself are still on the corridor.”

Song Wan glanced at the faded wind chimes and smiled faintly.

Since releasing her hand, Song Wan had not taken the initiative to approach him again. Seeing the master and her two servants walk into the courtyard without a single person paying him any attention, Jiang Xingjian felt uncomfortable once more.

Song Wan had already entered the house. Inexplicably, he quickened his pace as well. But just as he entered her childhood bedchamber, both of them froze at the doorway.

Having left six years ago, Song Wan no longer remembered what was placed in the room. Seeing these things again now, she felt only a confused sense that people had changed though objects remained.

Throughout her bedchamber, traces of Jiang Xingjian could be seen everywhere.

The two had been betrothed since childhood. When she could barely speak clearly, she already knew her future husband was named Jiang Yi.

The Marquis residence and Song residence were old family friends with regular exchanges during holidays and festivals. When young, Jiang Xingjian loved to give her small things—sometimes a calligraphy copybook, sometimes a clay figurine, or perhaps a string of porcelain bead bracelets. The items weren’t particularly expensive, but most were delicate and exquisite. She loved them very much.

The set of zodiac animal wood carvings she had taken to the Marquis residence was especially her treasured favorite.

Twelve animals, four each year—he carved them over three years, and she treasured them for nine years, personally witnessing how the carving marks evolved from rough and childish to lifelike and vivid.

“This hairpin…”

The young lady’s bedchamber exuded warmth and playfulness everywhere. All the gauze curtains throughout the room were either goose yellow or moon green, with one or two pink-white porcelain pieces as accents, creating an elegant and fresh atmosphere—vastly different from the Longxiang Study where she had lived as a widow in the Marquis residence.

On the most prominent mother-of-pearl dressing table in the room sat a white jade plum blossom hairpin.

Song Wan’s face turned ashen, somewhat regretting letting Jiang Xingjian enter her bedchamber.

“This hairpin… why didn’t you take it to the Marquis residence?”

On the day they left the capital, he had personally placed this plum blossom hairpin he had carved for so long into her hair. Originally it was meant as her birthday gift that year, but fearing he couldn’t return in time, Jiang Xingjian had given it early.

Now touching the warm white jade, his heart constricted slightly.

Even now, he seemed able to feel the excited joy he had experienced that day.

“As a widow, one should observe chastity quietly and purely. Such objects could not be taken to the Marquis residence.”

Song Wan took back the white jade hairpin from his hand and found a red velvet brocade box from beneath the dressing table to place it inside. Seeing Jiang Xingjian staring at her, she hesitated briefly, then withdrew the hand that was about to return it to the dressing table and instead turned to hand it to Heng Zhi.

“Miss, Young Master, the bedding has been aired. Would you like to rest?”

“Prepare it.”

Having risen before dawn to enter the palace, then being left by Imperial Consort Jiang in the small garden for most of the day, Song Wan had long felt unable to continue.

Seeing that Jiang Xingjian appeared very interested in her bedchamber, she let him observe while she herself went behind the gauze curtains to rest.

Jiang Xingjian turned his head, only to see beyond the gauze curtains a graceful silhouette removing the ornaments from her hair. The young lady’s figure was exquisite, slender, enchanting and lithe. His face flushed with heat, and he averted his gaze.

Seeing that he neither left nor appeared to want to rest, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu found themselves in a difficult position.

“You may leave.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his voice, dismissing the two.

For a time, only he and Song Wan remained in the room. That person seemed extremely tired—after just a short while, light breathing sounds came from within, indicating she had already fallen asleep. Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly, then his expression turned cold as if recalling something.

Earlier, when meeting Song Lan’an, every sentence had revolved around why he had delayed returning for these six years and what he had done at the border.

Jiang Xingjian only felt the man had a guilty conscience, yet he had no choice but to respond carefully.

The faint stirrings that had just arisen dissipated again with this thought. He gazed at Song Wan resting behind the gauze curtains, his eyes gradually darkening.

“Miss…”

“Mm?”

Song Wan’s eyes were drowsy. When awakened by Heng Zhi, she still couldn’t quite distinguish what time it was.

“The Young Master says he wants to return to the Marquis residence. He asked this servant to help you arrange your makeup and refresh yourself.”

“How long did I sleep?”

Heng Zhi lowered her eyes. “Not even half a shichen.”

“…”

Song Wan frowned at Jiang Xingjian sitting on the embroidered stool, suddenly having the impulse to let him return alone.

“Never mind, help me with my makeup.”

Heng Zhi rearranged her hair and makeup, changed her into the dress Madam Song had sent, and after dressing neatly, she followed Jiang Xingjian to take leave of her parents and elder brother.

“The residence has already prepared wine and dishes. Why not dine before returning? After all, we’re only two streets apart—it won’t make you very late.”

Madam Song spoke to persuade them to stay, but Jiang Xingjian said, “The Marquis residence is busy. Now that Ah Wan manages the household affairs of the residence, they cannot do without her.”

Hearing this, everyone in the Song residence felt much more reassured. Madam Song had servants prepare a carriage and had all of Song Wan’s belongings and dowry carried to the Marquis residence. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also held many items in their hands. Including the additional gifts from Imperial Consort Yun, Song Wan’s assets from this trip could match more than half of the Marquis residence.

Upon returning to the Marquis residence, she began registering and cataloging everything, recording one by one the items bestowed by Imperial Consort Yun and her own dowry.

The detailed dowry list needed to be submitted to the residence’s record office for registration. Moreover, a storeroom needed to be opened in Lanting Courtyard to store these items. With various matters big and small, there was quite a bit to do. By the time Song Wan and the maids of Lanting Courtyard finished their work, the sky had darkened so completely that one couldn’t see five fingers ahead.

“Miss, everything is accounted for. Only one item is missing.”

“What’s missing?”

“The Harmonious Immortals painting bestowed by Imperial Consort Yun.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s face flushed red, but she knew that aside from Jiang Xingjian, no one else would have taken it. Her complexion alternated between red and white, increasingly unable to understand that man.

“Never mind. Record the painting in the register. However the Young Master chooses to handle it afterward is up to him.”

Song Wan didn’t know what Jiang Xingjian wanted to do with that Harmonious Immortals painting. Jiang Xingjian himself didn’t know either.

He looked at the painting spread across his desk, his expression so dark it seemed water could drip from it.

He didn’t want to develop feelings for Song Wan, but…

Jiang Xingjian rubbed his face roughly, utterly dejected.



Chapter 22: Managing the Household
Since meeting her elder brother, Song Wan had gained some confidence and stopped trying to fathom Jiang Xingjian’s thoughts.

Moreover, now that she had taken charge of household management, she was busy beyond measure all day long.

Early in the morning, after paying respects to the Old Madam, she met with the stewardess women of the residence.

“Thank you all for your trouble. Please wait while my mistress changes her clothes and she will come.”

Heng Wu served tea and prepared some refreshments. These women had only examined Song Wan carefully once—on that first day of the handover. Now that three to five days had passed without Song Wan taking any particular actions, everyone felt that although she came from a prestigious family, she was still young after all. They inevitably developed some contempt in their hearts.

Seeing Heng Wu treat them with great respect, and recalling that Song Wan had always been gentle and compliant, the awe they had initially felt diminished somewhat.

A girl of just over ten years who had never managed a household before would surely need to rely heavily on them now.

Several exchanged glances, their expressions relaxing.

When Song Wan emerged, she saw everyone eating and drinking in a lively manner. She said gently, “I’ve come rather late. I apologize for keeping you all waiting.”

“First Madam, you’re too kind. You’re a noble person with many matters to attend to. It’s only proper for us old women to wait.”

The woman was still chewing refreshments as she spoke. Song Wan glanced at her but her smile did not diminish.

“I’ve been busy these past few days and haven’t been able to discuss the residence’s situation with you all in detail. Finding time today is my fault.”

Song Wan gestured for the women who were rising to sit down, then seated herself in the host’s position. Heng Zhi placed a freshly brewed cup of magnolia flower tea beside her hand, then brought over a thick stack of account books.

Seeing her put on such airs, everyone couldn’t help but find it amusing.

How could being the lady managing the household succeed merely with imposing presence? If she conducted affairs properly, perhaps they would regard her more highly and show two parts more respect on the surface. If she was soft-hearted and incompetent, inevitably they would act as before—complying on the surface while opposing in practice.

They were all old retainers of the Marquis residence, hereditary household servants for generations. They were not to be controlled by a new daughter-in-law.

As the inner quarters stewardess, Steward Jiang Fu’s wife naturally spoke first: “First Madam has been busy. Since you’ve summoned us old women today, you must have instructions. Now that everyone is present, please give your orders, Madam.”

Song Wan smiled and said, “It’s nothing major. It’s just that as Nanny knows, the Marquis residence is not what it once was. Currently, expenditures exceed income, so I thought to reduce some unnecessary expenses.”

“First Madam speaks truly. Our residence indeed is not what it once was.”

Seeing Song Wan’s faint smile, Steward Jiang Fu’s wife’s tone shifted: “However, our residence is after all a noble family of princes and marquises. The proper allotments and regulations cannot be lacking. If frugality causes the Marquis residence to lose face, wouldn’t that violate propriety?”

Imperial noble and marquis families, whether in clothing and expenses or travel arrangements, all had strict regulations. Unless an entire clan had no outstanding males whatsoever, one would not make an issue of daily expenses. If it truly reached the point where even dignity could not be maintained, outsiders would only think the Marquis residence’s great mansion was about to topple and near its end.

This would be equivalent to announcing to the world that the clan was failing. Those relatives by marriage closely connected to the Marquis residence, as well as the deeply entrenched allies at court, would all have their attitudes toward the Marquis residence affected by this.

How could Song Wan not understand such obvious reasoning?

She smiled at Steward Jiang Fu’s wife and said, “Nanny worries too much. That is not what I meant.”

Steward Jiang Fu’s wife smiled awkwardly. Song Wan did not make things difficult for her.

“Now is different from the past. Although daily expenses cannot be reduced, some expenditures should be cut.”

Casually opening an account book, Song Wan pointed to the entries above and said, “The small kitchens of each residence prepare the same things daily. For instance, both Mother’s Jiangxiang Courtyard and Old Madam’s Fuhe Hall have milk prepared daily, yet Old Madam has never liked the fishy smell of milk.”

“Mother’s place and Lanting Courtyard both have Wuchang fish prepared daily. Although this fish is delicious, as far as I know, neither the First Young Master nor I like these, and such dishes are not usually seen.”

The woman in charge of purchasing for the inner quarters kitchen hurriedly stepped forward and said, “Madam doesn’t know—although these may not necessarily appear on the table daily, if the masters suddenly wish to eat them and the kitchen doesn’t have them, that won’t do. Therefore, some things may not be used daily, but they cannot be lacking.”

“Nothing is indispensable.”

Song Wan’s tone remained mild: “From today forward, the purchases for the small kitchens of Fuhe Hall, Jiangxiang Courtyard, and Lanting Courtyard will be uniformly determined by the residence’s main kitchen. If the masters wish to eat something, they will notify the main kitchen one day in advance, and purchases can be made according to the list.”

“First Madam, this…”

With her opening words, she removed the conveniences from the Old Madam’s, Madam’s, and her own courtyard kitchens. How would the other courtyards in the residence dare exceed them?

This was clearly using the biggest items as examples to suppress and make a point. How could they as servants dare or be able to say anything?

The woman retreated resentfully, her heart bleeding with pain.

Song Wan paid no attention to any of that. Scanning the past menus and purchase lists of each courtyard, she roughly calculated and found that as much as seventy to eighty taels could be saved per day.

“The snacks and refreshments in the First Young Master’s and Second Young Master’s rooms are also all canceled.”

The woman in charge of Yuling Study looked troubled: “This… with no prepared dishes in the small kitchens of each courtyard and now canceling snacks and refreshments, I’m afraid this is improper.”

“Both the First Young Master and Second Young Master have come of age. They are rarely in the residence during the day. These ten taels per month for snacks and refreshments—who are they for?”

Song Wan pulled out account books from various courtyards and canceled various miscellaneous, minor unnecessary expenditures.

Earlier, those women had not taken her very seriously, but now one by one they began to understand she was not easy to fool. After all, those inconspicuous expenses had never caught Old Madam’s or Madam’s attention before.

But thinking about it now, such accumulations of small amounts, though they could not solve urgent crises, if maintained long-term, the savings could lighten the burden considerably.

Those women with sharper minds already felt respect and awe, but there were also those whose interests had been cut who remained unconvinced in their hearts.

Heng Zhi raised her eyes to scan everyone, then lowered her head to look at the dark circles under Song Wan’s eyes, unable to help feeling distressed.

Her young mistress had gone without sleep for several days just to repeatedly examine these account books, checking and comparing item by item from those one or two taels of silver. After several days of this, she had selected those entries where some savings could be made. Yet despite being busy for several days, the First Young Master had not come to the main courtyard to say even one intimate word to Miss.

Heng Zhi felt it was unfair to Song Wan and secretly resented Jiang Xingjian’s cold heart and cold nature.

“These are the only changes needed to the residence’s old customs.”

“Does First Madam have no other instructions?”

Song Wan said, “There are still some matters.”

The expressions of several women darkened by half again, though they only dared grumble a few words in their hearts.

“Liu Shun’s wife, Lin Liang Gao’s wife, and Zhang Changsheng’s wife…”

“Yes, yes, this old woman is here.”

Three women dressed in silk garments stepped forward, saying tremulously, “What instructions does First Madam have?”

“I wouldn’t dare speak of instructions. It’s just that I’ve discovered some problems with the accounts these past few days and thought to address them all today.”

Song Wan found several requisition slips from the residence and monthly allowance reports from the past few months and handed them to the women.

“In February of this year, thirty bolts of blue silk were reported for replacing the horse carriage covers for the masters of the residence. Last month, twelve bolts of eight-medallion brocade were reported for repairing the black canopy. The color wasn’t written on this requisition slip. I had Xiang Cao search the storeroom for quite a while before matching it up—twelve bolts of plum-green were missing.”

Song Wan smiled slightly: “According to palace regulations, marquises and earls use sedan chairs with blue canopies, blue curtains, and green drapes. This plum-green does not conform to palace regulations.”

Upon hearing this, Lin Liang Gao’s wife fell to her knees with a thud.

Chapter 23: Punishing Servants
“This old servant deserves death. My old eyes are truly dim to have committed such an error. Fortunately, First Madam has keen insight and found this discrepancy.”

The woman slapped herself harshly twice. The sharp sounds shocked the others into shrinking back.

“Since it was reported incorrectly, just make up the account numbers. Why go to such extremes?”

Song Wan had Heng Wu help the woman to her feet, then said to Zhang Changsheng’s wife, “You’re the wife of the steward of the outer courtyard’s stationery office, aren’t you?”

“In reply to First Madam, yes.”

“Our Marquis residence doesn’t believe that lack of talent is a virtue in women, so the young ladies of each courtyard can read and write, and usually dabble in calligraphy and painting as well. However, the daughters of the inner quarters are different from the young masters who attend school during the day and practice their lessons at night.”

“But I’ve discovered that the young ladies’ expenses on brushes, ink, paper, and inkstones exceed those of several young masters in the residence combined.”

“Just the imitation Xueyi Hall ink you reported this year amounts to four ingots.”

Zhang Changsheng’s wife smiled awkwardly: “First Madam lived as a widow before and didn’t know the residence’s affairs. The young ladies of our residence are not like those of other families in the capital. Young ladies in other residences usually enjoy needlework and spinning, but the young ladies of the Marquis residence prefer reading and painting.”

“Take the Third Miss of our residence’s second branch—she especially loves painting fish, birds, and animals, so naturally she uses more paper and ink than the young masters, doesn’t she?”

Seeing Song Wan not respond, she raised her head even higher: “Madam is benevolent and kind, never distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate children in the residence. Whether young ladies or young masters, all are treated equally. When the young ladies love calligraphy and painting and ask this old servant for brushes and ink, surely they cannot be refused?”

“Since First Madam has spoken, this old servant will certainly be more careful in the future. However, I wonder whether the young ladies of the residence might feel First Madam’s conduct is somewhat extreme. After all, when Madam managed the household in the past, she never withheld expenses from the illegitimate young ladies of the residence.”

Her voice grew louder and louder. Song Wan only said mildly, “Imitation Xueyi Hall ink is of medium value. It’s not the best in the residence, but one ingot is worth thirty to forty taels of silver. You probably don’t know that Xueyi Hall ink is made by burning tung oil and adding spices, and the characteristic of oil-smoke ink is that it has a brighter sheen but slightly lighter color.”

“The paintings of the several young ladies in the residence…”

Song Wan pulled out two landscape paintings from a white porcelain painting jar and, after opening them, handed them before the woman.

“These two paintings have deep but not alluring ink colors. However, because the glue content is still light and lacks luster, this is typical pine-smoke ink.”

“Although neither of these two types of ink is sticky or rough but rather fine and smooth, the difference between them is truly significant.”

“Perhaps… perhaps this old servant made a mistake. This old servant will go back immediately and check the requisition slips, requisition notes, and accounts clearly.”

Song Wan nodded: “Naturally they must be checked clearly.”

After she finished speaking, Liu Shun’s wife couldn’t hold out any longer: “First Madam’s discernment is clear. The accounts this old servant submitted have never had any discrepancies.”

There were many cunning servants in the Marquis residence. Because the Old Madam had suddenly lost her son and grandson six years ago and her health had collapsed by more than half, while Madam Jiang was someone with a rough temperament who rarely concerned herself with such trivial matters.

For one or two days, the Old Madam’s remaining authority kept them in check. Over time, once they figured out the First Madam’s temperament, they naturally couldn’t resist temptation.

Even those who conducted themselves prudently, seeing their fellow stewardess women at the same rank all obtaining abundant benefits without ever being exposed, gradually became more calculating after going back and forth.

They hadn’t expected that today, a young daughter-in-law would catch them by the heel.

Originally, several had come to watch the spectacle, thinking they would have a good look at Song Wan’s embarrassment when unable to handle them, then fabricate some gossip afterward, slander her to provide some entertainment for the servants of the rear quarters. Who knew that by now, cold sweat had soaked through their undergarments to their backs.

“Indeed there are no discrepancies.”

Song Wan smiled slightly at Liu Shun’s wife: “It’s just that this requisition slip you wrote is rather too sloppy. I found it somewhat laborious to decipher.”

“In reply to First Madam, this old servant will certainly practice calligraphy diligently in the future and will never do this again.”

“Fine, you may go back.”

The group of people trembled with fear, all pricking up their ears to hear Song Wan’s instructions.

She looked at the two whose accounts had problems earlier and said gently, “You two—one is responsible for miscellaneous repairs in the outer courtyard, and one manages the various storerooms of the inner courtyard. You’ve truly worked rather hard these past years. It wouldn’t do to have you work so hard all the time, so I thought to give you both lighter, more comfortable positions.”

“After Zhang’s wife makes up the account numbers, she will be transferred to Jixiang Courtyard as a stewardess. Lin Liang Gao’s wife will work in the tea room. The original woman from Jixiang Courtyard will go to the main kitchen to handle purchasing, and Nanny Sun will go to…”

Song Wan reassigned several women, rotating the important stewardesses of the Marquis residence’s inner courtyard through their positions.

These women always worked together in one place, knew every loophole in the residence thoroughly, and had connections with people above and below fairly well established. Even if not all were colluding, they weren’t far from it.

Now that things were thrown into chaos, it could also curb this corrupt atmosphere somewhat.

Upon hearing this, Zhang Changsheng’s wife cried out in anguish: “First Madam, this old servant was wrong! This old servant was truly careless, but this old servant can guarantee there will absolutely be no next time.”

What kind of place was Jixiang Courtyard?

It was where maids and women of the residence convalesced from illness, and where concubines and young servants who died young had their funeral rites. Not only was it gloomy with deathly air all day, there was also not a bit of profit to be gained.

She currently managed the inner quarters storerooms. Although she didn’t dare touch things in the accounts, ordinarily having her own masters take extra stationery from the writing materials office and charge it under the young ladies’ names, she could gain dozens of taels of silver a month. One time was worth more than her annual stipend for two years. How could she be willing to give that up?

“First Madam, spare this old servant this once. This old servant will certainly do everything possible to serve you in the future.”

Zhang Changsheng’s wife wept without end: “This old servant is old and truly cannot go to Jixiang Courtyard. Considering that this old servant has served Old Madam and Madam for many years, please give this old servant one chance.”

Song Wan frowned: “What you say also makes sense. You are indeed too old to manage Jixiang Courtyard anymore.”

“Yes, yes…”

The woman was just rejoicing that Song Wan was young, thin-skinned and soft-hearted, when she saw her retrieve a wooden box from the table, take out a contract of servitude from it, and hand it back to her.

“You’re old and should indeed be released to return home and be honored. Today, I shall act on Grandmother’s behalf and mercifully release you to return home.”

“First Madam…”

“First Madam, this old servant was wrong! This old servant will go to Jixiang Courtyard! This old servant doesn’t want to return home… Please, I beg you, this old servant’s entire family of children are in the residence. Generation after generation have been hereditary servants of the Marquis residence. Where would you have this old servant go?”

Song Wan nodded to Heng Wu. Heng Wu retrieved another five or six contracts of servitude: “You’re also an old retainer of the Marquis residence. Since you’re so reluctant to part with your family, return home together with your children and grandchildren.”

Wealthy, proper families never spoke of selling off servants. Even if they committed grave errors, at most they would return their contracts of servitude and mercifully release them.

However, for servants who had lived in the Marquis residence their entire lives and had status and reputation, this was more painful than killing them.

The Marquis residence treated servants generously and never harshly criticized them. Even as the lowest-ranking stewardess woman, one’s clothing, food, and expenses were far superior to those of official wives in poor, remote areas.

Not to mention that their nephews and nieces could rely on the Marquis residence to gain considerable benefits when going about outside. If one caught the family head’s eye and was granted an official position, thereby changing their family’s status and bringing glory to ancestors was not impossible.

If a daughter became a first-class maid like Heng Wu or Heng Zhi, that was truly as if smoke rose from ancestral graves. Perhaps one day she could overturn her fortunes and become a concubine mistress.

Zhang Changsheng’s wife thought of her younger daughter’s bright, lovely face and burst into tears with a wail. This mournful sound was far more sincere than before.

Seeing her dragged away, all the women in the room trembled with fear, terrified that Song Wan’s clear gaze would fall upon them.

Chapter 24: Bewilderment
“Stewardess Liang.”

“This old servant is here, First Madam.”

Seeing worry in her eyes, Song Wan said, “I heard your elderly mother at home was ill some days ago and hasn’t recovered well. Is this true?”

“In reply to First Madam, this old servant’s mother is in good health. This old servant hasn’t returned home recently and has not neglected her duties…”

“You misunderstand my meaning.”

Song Wan took a square of red velvet cloth that Heng Zhi handed her and casually opened it: “I have half a ginseng root over fifty years old in my room. It was originally given by Old Madam. If you don’t mind, you can take it back to supplement your mother’s qi and blood.”

Nanny Liang’s legs buckled and she knelt directly on the floor.

“Thank you, First Madam. This old servant thanks First Madam for her grace on behalf of my elderly mother.”

Heng Zhi stepped forward to help her up: “Don’t be like this. Who has worked hard in the past—our Madam knows in her heart. What’s yours will never be lacking.”

Hearing this, Steward Jiang Fu’s wife’s expression turned ugly.

She was the chief stewardess of the rear quarters. Although Song Wan hadn’t said a single bad word about her today, everything she had done before was slapping her face. Yet she was convinced and couldn’t generate even half a bit of resentment.

“Nanny Zhou.”

“This old servant is here.”

Seeing her respectfully perform the proper courtesy, Song Wan said warmly, “I heard your grandson could recognize over a hundred characters at age five?”

Nanny Zhou nodded. Song Wan said, “This child has some spiritual talent. I was thinking we shouldn’t waste such natural gifts. Why not send him to our clan school to study enlightenment together with the young masters of the residence? Perhaps he might even produce a little top scholar in the future.”

Her grandson was the apple of Nanny Zhou’s eye. If the child were merely naughty, that would be one thing, but now Heaven had shown mercy and given him some remarkable talent. She naturally had some extravagant hopes.

If her grandson could truly become a top scholar in the future, even if she died immediately, she would be willing.

Nanny Zhou knelt before Song Wan and without another word kowtowed three times loudly.

“First Madam shows great mercy. This old servant will certainly follow your lead from now on and serve with utmost devotion.”

Song Wan helped her up, saying with a smile that it was a small matter not worth such treatment.

“All you nannies know the situation at Lanting Courtyard. In the past, the courtyard was quiet and naturally had fewer maids. Now that the First Young Master has returned and new people have been added to the courtyard, we’re somewhat short-handed. I’m not yet familiar with the residence’s personnel, so I’ll inevitably need several of you to select some obedient and clever maids to come over.”

“If you have capable ones, or if your own daughters or granddaughters are suitable, you can also send them for Heng Zhi to examine.”

The women looked at each other, their hearts blooming with joy.

The masters’ courtyards were not easy to enter, especially Lanting Courtyard.

And entering Lanting Courtyard meant having the opportunity to serve the First Young Master personally. If clever enough, perhaps one day they could serve right into the First Young Master’s chambers.

They were all hereditary servants, serving as slaves and maids in the Marquis residence for generations. Who among them didn’t have daughters or granddaughters?

If even one could latch onto the First Young Master, the entire family would ascend to heaven along with her.

Several women were eager to try, already calculating candidates in their hearts.

Seeing this, Song Wan’s smile deepened: “The rough labor women and maids in the residence work the hardest but receive the least monthly silver. I was thinking of adding fifty wen per month for these maids. In winter—the eleventh, twelfth, and first months—add one set of padded clothes each. In summer—the sixth, seventh, and eighth months—add one thin skirt. Additionally, in both winter and summer seasons, distribute an extra two strings of cash so they can buy some melons, fruits, charcoal, and the like.”

“First Madam is so benevolent and kind…”

A group of women competed to flatter Song Wan. She only smiled faintly and paid no attention.

“Steward Jiang Fu’s wife.”

“Yes, yes, this old servant is here. What instructions does First Madam have?”

Song Wan showed no dissatisfaction but rather looked apologetic: “During these years when the First Young Master was away, you’ve had a hard time.”

“Madam, what are you saying? It’s all what this old servant should do.”

“How can there be any ‘should’?”

Heng Zhi handed over a wooden box. Song Wan transferred it to her: “You and Steward Jiang Fu have labored for the Marquis residence your entire lives. In the end, the Marquis residence owes you.”

Steward Jiang Fu’s wife opened it blankly, only to see inside was a letter of recommendation.

“Your youngest son, Jiang Youcai, grew up together with the First Young Master. Logically, now that the First Young Master has returned, he should be kept by his side to serve. But both Old Madam and I felt that would be wasting his talents, so we asked someone to write a letter of recommendation, recommending him to become a deputy commissioner at the Weaving and Dyeing Bureau.”

“The position is rather low, but it is at least an official status.”

Steward Jiang Fu’s wife gripped the letter of recommendation, her eyes turning bloodshot red.

“First Madam… this old servant…”

Song Wan smiled gently and patted her hand.

There was nothing else of importance after that. Song Wan gave simple instructions and dismissed the women. Once the room quieted down, she noticed Jiang Xingjian standing in the corner. She didn’t know how long he had been there.

Song Wan was slightly distracted: “Husband, is something the matter?”

Jiang Xingjian shook his head and sat down beside her.

Actually, he had come today because he was worried.

He had thought that if Song Wan was being bullied by cunning servants, he could step forward to support her. But who knew that in less than half a day, she had managed those women so thoroughly they were completely submissive without a word of objection.

First, she wielded a rod of authority to establish her dignity, then dismantled the collusion among the residence’s servants and rebalanced the power distribution. After dealing with those in the inner courtyard who had been lining their own pockets, she then drew them into Lanting Courtyard.

If they wanted their own daughters to gain the master’s favor, they would naturally have to obediently listen and be used by her, willingly allowing themselves to be won over and directed.

As for giving favors to the lowest-ranked maids and women in the residence…

Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly. He figured that in less than half a day, all nearly a thousand servants in the Marquis residence would know that the First Madam of the residence was gentle and benevolent.

Jiang Xingjian rubbed his fingertips, thinking privately that if he were to manage this household, he couldn’t do better than Song Wan.

This Song Wan who killed and made decisive judgments while talking and laughing—he had never seen her like this before. Seeing her now for the first time inevitably overturned his previous impression of her.

“You…”

“First Young Master, First Madam.”

Xieyi came in from outside. After performing courtesies to both of them, she said, “First Young Master, Concubine Lin of Xiuyan Pavilion is ill and wishes to ask the First Young Master to go see her.”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, suddenly remembering he hadn’t seen Lin Jiayue for several days.

He looked at Song Wan beside him, only to see her half-closing her eyes with a drowsy expression, as if wanting to sleep but unable to.

“Madam, rest first. I’ll come back later.”

Song Wan opened her eyes and smiled distantly, then returned to the bedchamber with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu.

After the two served her to rest, they tiptoed out of the room.

The rose-scented pillow beneath her neck emitted a clear fragrance. The scent was pure and not turbid, fragrant and soothing. In the past, Song Wan had loved this scent most, but today smelling it made her somewhat irritable. For a long time, she couldn’t calm her breathing.

Before even lying down for the time it takes to burn a stick of incense, she sat up.

It had rained last night, so Heng Zhi had brought the zodiac wood carvings from the window back inside. Now eight wood carvings were placed along the edge of the embroidered couch, arranged neatly in order.

Song Wan touched them one by one with reddened eyes, her expression growing increasingly bewildered.

Chapter 25: Deep Affection
When Jiang Xingjian arrived at Xiuyan Pavilion, he saw that Lin Jiayue was indeed seriously ill.

“Brother Xingjian…”

Lin Jiayue lay on the couch, her cheeks flushed red from high fever. In just a few days, she had grown much thinner. Her cat-like eyes appeared even larger, looking at Jiang Xingjian with such moistness that his heart couldn’t help but feel compassion.

“How did you suddenly fall ill?”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, staring at him as if wanting to cry but unable to.

She couldn’t eat or sleep well all day. During the day she was beaten and scolded, and at night she was frightened and anxious—how could she not fall ill? Before seeing Jiang Xingjian, she had even begun to hate him. But seeing him again, Lin Jiayue discovered just how much she liked him.

“Jiang Xingjian…”

“I’m here.”

Lin Jiayue suddenly burst into tears: “I like you, do you know? I’ve suffered so much for you because I like you. But have you seen it?”

“Because I like you, I followed you from Suhe to the capital. Because I like you, I stayed at the Marquis residence to learn those rules. Because I like you, I’m willing to wrong myself.”

“But Jiang Xingjian, are you worth my affection?”

Burning with pain all over from the high fever, Lin Jiayue licked her tight, aching cheeks that showed no trace of injury, and cried even harder.

That rhinoceros horn ruler was thin and flexible. Wrapped with a wet cloth, it truly showed no injury on the face, but every night she experienced nerve pain. Her teeth hurt, her head hurt, her feet hurt—there wasn’t a single part of her body that didn’t hurt.

No matter how much she studied the rules, she could never become a refined lady like Song Wan. Even if Nanny Li taught her for ten years, or even a hundred years, she could never transform into the noble lady they demanded!

“I do like you, but I can’t live this kind of life controlled by others for the rest of my life just for you, Jiang Xingjian.”

“Jiang Xingjian, where have you been these past few days? Where were you when I was sick and suffering? Were you with Song Wan?”

“Jiang Xingjian, I truly can’t endure life at the Marquis residence.”

“I regret it. I regret it.”

Lin Jiayue struggled to sit up. Scalding teardrops fell onto Jiang Xingjian’s palm, burning until his entire heart wrenched.

“Jiayue…”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to neglect you.”

Jiang Xingjian wrapped his arm around Lin Jiayue’s waist and pulled her horizontally into his embrace.

The young lady in his arms had burning skin, her entire body flushed an abnormal red from the high fever. She kept shedding tears but didn’t make a single sound, only occasionally sobbing harder and letting out a few soft whimpers.

Lin Jiayue had always been cheerful and lively, never this fragile before.

Carefully placing her into the bedding, Jiang Xingjian frowned: “Why didn’t Jiayue seek the residence physician when you became so ill?”

“The residence physician has been waiting in the courtyard. It was Concubine Lin who said she wouldn’t allow the physician to enter until she had seen the First Young Master.”

Jiang Xingjian glanced at the young lady in the bed and pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Let him in.”

The residence physician prescribed medicine for Lin Jiayue. After she had taken it, she finally fell into a peaceful sleep.

It wasn’t until the middle of the night that she slowly awakened.

“You’re awake?”

Lin Jiayue responded with a soft sound through her nasal voice.

Jiang Xingjian lifted the bed curtain and sat beside her. Lin Jiayue turned away, not looking at him, yet couldn’t help but shed tears.

“I’m sorry for letting you suffer such grievances.”

She buried her head in the bedding, biting her lip to vent her pain.

Jiang Xingjian pulled her out and held her firmly in his embrace. He stared woodenly at a point before him and said quietly, “I know you have deep feelings for me. So do I for you.”

“But the marriage alliance between the Jiang and Song families—Song Wan married into the Marquis residence with a memorial tablet and lived as a widow for six years. All of the capital knows this. The Marquis residence absolutely cannot divorce and remarry now.”

Lin Jiayue seemed about to struggle. Jiang Xingjian tightened his arms: “I promise you, I will do everything in my power to give you what you want.”

“You mean, even if I want the position of legitimate wife of the Marquis residence, it’s possible?”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t speak, but neither did he refuse.

Lin Jiayue waited a long time without hearing him speak. Her nose tingled: “Are you just coaxing me, or do you truly have some plan? Can I still trust you?”

“Trust me.”

Jiang Xingjian gently stroked her hair, tenderly comforting her: “Tomorrow I will move into Xiuyan Pavilion.”

For legitimate descendants of prestigious families like him and Song Wan, regardless of gender, they were all supported by the strength of the entire clan. What they carried on their shoulders was the rise and fall, glory and defeat of the entire clan. It was absolutely impossible to abandon the clan’s safety for personal desires.

Moreover, the enmity of patricide could not be erased. Furthermore, in the struggle between the three or five, there could be only one victor. Between the Jiang and Song families, only one could survive.

Regardless of which family won or lost in the future, he would settle Song Wan properly and protect her safety to honor their childhood affection.

This was all he could do, and nothing more.

Thinking of this, Jiang Xingjian’s heart suddenly ached.

He believed that if Ah Wan were in his position, she would make the same choice. After all, scions and daughters of prestigious families were never in control of their own destinies, much less able to indulge in romantic sentiments.

After coaxing Lin Jiayue to sleep, Jiang Xingjian went alone to his study.

The Harmonious Immortals painting that Imperial Consort Yun had sent was kept by him in a brocade box. Jiang Xingjian took it out and studied it for a long time, a faint smile forming at the corners of his lips.

The man’s gaze meticulously traced from top to bottom, his serious manner as if he wanted to engrave this painting into his mind.

“First Young Master.”

Ling Yun came in carrying a brass basin. After Jiang Xingjian had her set it on the floor, he said, “Tomorrow, move my things into Xiuyan Pavilion.”

Ling Yun looked up in surprise. Seeing that his mind was made up, she could only silently agree.

Jiang Xingjian still held that painting in his hand. After examining it carefully, he picked up the candle on the desk and lit the edge.

The flames quickly burned the painting to ashes. A masterpiece handed down through generations thus vanished into smoke and scattered like mist.

Chapter 26: Shame
“Miss…”

Song Wan had just risen when she saw Heng Zhi standing beside the embroidered couch with an unpleasant expression. Glancing at the silent, intimidated maidservants in the room, she asked with a smile, “Has something happened with the Young Master?”

“Last night, the Young Master had Ling Yun deliver his personal belongings to the Embroidered Smoke Pavilion. Early this morning, even his bedding and personal maidservants were moved there.”

“Miss…”

Heng Wu’s eyes reddened, tears as large as beans hanging in her eyes, yet she dared not cry.

“The Young Master… he’s bullying you too much.”

Her young miss was the one carried into the marquis estate in eight sedan chairs through the main gate as the legitimate wife, who had properly bowed to the ancestors and heaven and earth. The Song family hadn’t even fallen into decline yet—how dare the marquis estate humiliate them to this extent?

Though there were families in the capital that treasured their concubines like jewels, she had never heard of any household where the master refused to consummate his marriage with his legitimate wife for the sake of a concubine.

If word of this got out, outsiders would think her young miss had some terrible illness or was unbearably ugly.

“Miss, what does the Young Master mean by this? Is he guarding against you bearing the marquis estate’s eldest son, so as to make way for that little harlot’s child?”

“Miss…”

“Enough, Heng Wu, your clamor is giving me a headache.”

Song Wan smiled to soothe her, though her complexion was terribly ashen.

Heng Zhi’s eyes were also red, her voice carrying resentment: “That day in the palace, the Young Master clearly said he would consummate the marriage with Miss, even said he would hang up the Harmonious Immortals painting. What is he doing now? Did Concubine Lin say something to the Young Master to make him act this way?”

Xiang Cao bit her teeth and said, “This cannot continue. This servant will go find the Old Madam. If even the Old Madam doesn’t care, this servant will return to our estate today to find the Master…”

Xiang Cao was about to rush out when Song Wan called her back.

“What would you tell the Old Madam?”

“Must I have the Old Lady pressure him into consummating the marriage with me? Wouldn’t that be even more humiliating?”

“Miss, then what should we do now? If that little harlot bears a bastard eldest son, what will you do in the future?”

“A bastard eldest son still carries the word ‘bastard.’ At worst, we can adopt a child from the clan.”

Seeing both of them red-eyed, Song Wan smiled and said, “Do my hair and makeup. If we dawdle any longer, we’ll miss the appointed time.”

Four maidservants with eight rabbit-like eyes dressed her hair. Song Wan had been maintaining a smile, but noticing the several girls weren’t paying attention to her, her face finally revealed a trace of anxiety.

The books said: A husband is like heaven.

Heaven cannot be defied, a husband cannot be left—but they never explained what to do in a situation like hers.

Her mother had never taught her, and she dared not speak of these matters to her aunt. Though her father and brothers treated her extremely well, there was no precedent in the world for a daughter to return home and complain about bedroom matters.

She had married into the marquis estate wearing white mourning clothes. On her wedding day, no experienced woman had told her how to get along with her husband in the future. Everything could only depend on herself.

Song Wan looked at her reflection in the mirror and pressed her lips together slightly.

After finishing her toilette, Song Wan left the room with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. Jiang Xingjian waited for her in the courtyard as usual, but for some reason, she suddenly recalled the scene from that day when she had taken the initiative to hold his hand, only to have it flung away.

The familiar sense of shame swept through her entire body. Song Wan felt her limbs stiffen and her throat tighten.

In her eighteen years of life, she had never felt such shame and self-loathing over her actions that day.

Walking to a position two steps behind Jiang Xingjian, Song Wan suppressed her voice and calmed her breathing, her heart full of discomfort.

“Husband, please go first.”

Observing the distance between them, Jiang Xingjian’s brows furrowed almost imperceptibly.

He took a step forward, and Song Wan hurriedly retreated a step.

Jiang Xingjian suddenly felt somewhat uncomfortable.

“You…”

“Grandmother is probably already waiting. It wouldn’t be good to delay.”

Having said this, she stood behind him. Jiang Xingjian remained silent for a moment, then turned and headed to Old Madam Jiang’s Fuhe Hall.

Though Song Wan now managed the estate’s tallies, the person who truly held power in the marquis estate was still Old Madam Jiang.

Matters that followed the estate’s established precedents could naturally follow the old rules, but issues like increasing servants’ monthly wages or allowing servants to return home still required Old Madam’s approval. Song Wan had given advance notice of these matters, but when it came to actual implementation, she still needed to report to Old Madam Jiang.

Going back and forth delayed considerable time. Jiang Xingjian accompanied her at the side, and seeing her speak until her mouth was dry, he casually handed her a cup of tea.

Looking at the man’s palm, Song Wan froze for a moment and did not reach out to take it.

Jiang Xingjian raised an eyebrow, thought for a moment, then placed the teacup on the tea table. Song Wan had no desire to drink, but seeing both Old Madam Jiang and Jiang Mother staring at her, her face flushed slightly as she picked it up and took a light sip.

“What are you thinking about? So distracted?”

Lin Jiayue saw that Jiang Xingjian had been absent-minded since returning from Fuhe Hall and couldn’t help asking.

Jiang Xingjian came back to himself, not mentioning that he found today’s Song Wan’s temperament strange and unfathomable.

“You’ve been holding account books and looking at them all morning. Is there some difficult matter? Why don’t you tell me, and I can offer you some ideas.”

Jiang Xingjian thought that she usually had some clever ideas, and wanting to humor her and pass the time, he roughly explained the recent situation in the estate to Lin Jiayue, also mentioning the results of Song Wan’s recent handling of matters.

After listening, Lin Jiayue took the account book and found a thin charcoal stick wrapped in several layers of cloth from the room, quickly calculating on the paper.

“My heavens, the marquis estate’s expenses now exceed its income. How can such meager income support such enormous expenses? If this continues, I’m afraid in just a few years the estate will be sitting idle and eating itself into destitution.”

Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly: “That is indeed the case.”

Lin Jiayue curved her lips slightly: “I have a way to turn losses into profits. Do you believe me or not?”

“You have a way?”

“Of course, but… I’m not telling you.”

Lin Jiayue tossed down the charcoal stick in her hand, smiling ambiguously: “Anyway, I’m not the one managing the marquis estate now. Since the Old Madam and Madam trust that person in the main courtyard so much, let her figure out a solution herself.”

Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly, saying nothing.

“What, you don’t believe I have a way to turn losses into profits? Or do you think Song Wan is doing very well?”

Her voice rose slightly, and Jiang Xingjian said, “Your illness hasn’t healed yet. Go rest some more.”

Lin Jiayue propped her chin with one hand, blinking her round eyes with a beaming smile as she looked at Jiang Xingjian: “Do you know what’s called ‘opening sources and regulating streams’?”

“‘A wise ruler must carefully nurture harmony, regulate its streams, open its sources, and measure these carefully in due time…'”

Jiang Xingjian put down the account book in his hand and asked, “These words come from Xunzi’s ‘Enriching the State’ chapter. Why suddenly bring this up?”

“…”

Lin Jiayue paused, somewhat surprised.

She had always thought “opening sources and regulating streams” originated from modern economics. Now hearing Jiang Xingjian say this, she felt rather embarrassed.

Then Lin Jiayue huffed: “You know it, but surely Song Wan doesn’t? If she knew, how could she come up with such a stupid method? Rather than regulating streams, it’s better to open sources. Moreover, look at her pitiful efforts to save three taels here and two taels there—when will that ever be enough to plug the holes in the marquis estate?”

Chapter 27: Character
Jiang Xingjian smiled and lowered his head to fiddle with the abacus on his own.

Lin Jiayue was dissatisfied with his attitude and slapped her hand down on the abacus beads with a sharp sound. Jiang Xingjian’s brows furrowed slightly, but in the end he didn’t lose his temper.

“I said I have a way to open sources of income for the marquis estate. You don’t believe me?”

Stirred to a competitive spirit by Jiang Xingjian’s indifferent manner, Lin Jiayue said, “I have at least… managed several shops. I do have some experience. I won’t say I’m better than others, but compared to a sheltered young lady of the inner quarters who never steps beyond her gate, I should be considerably more capable.”

Jiang Xingjian took a deep breath: “Never mention such words again in the future. It is absolutely improper for women to show their faces in public, much less involve themselves in commercial matters.”

“Why can’t women involve themselves in commercial matters? From the Su River all the way to the capital, we saw plenty of women walking about outside. Aren’t there many old women selling cheese curds and cosmetics on the streets?”

“Daughters of aristocratic families are different from commoners. You need only remember this one point.”

Seeing he was impatient with debating these rules with her, Lin Jiayue pursed her lips. But catching Jiang Xingjian’s gaze, she suddenly recalled how Nanny Li had struck her with the rhinoceros horn ruler for “making faces.”

Lin Jiayue felt inexplicably irritated, playing with the charcoal stick in her hand. Finally unable to restrain herself, she spoke: “Actually, I really do have a very good idea that could make the marquis estate earn large sums of money.”

“The marquis estate could open a pleasure house, then gather and collect beautiful women from across the realm. I could help make them famous, making all the men in the capital eagerly pursue them, spending fortunes for just one glimpse.”

“A pleasure house wouldn’t just earn money—it could also gather much intelligence. After all, such places are filled with a mix of people, with countless high officials and lowly servants coming and going. This way, all major and minor affairs in the capital, all gossip and anecdotes, could be grasped in the marquis estate’s hands. By then, even selling this information could make the marquis estate earn abundant profits.”

“Of course, the marquis estate’s pleasure house would need to position itself elegantly, and couldn’t allow just anyone to…”

“Enough.”

Jiang Xingjian slammed his hand on the table, veins bulging prominently on his forehead.

Lin Jiayue blinked, looking completely innocent: “What’s wrong?”

“All of you, leave first.”

Xieyi and Ling Yun in the room withdrew one after another, the shock and disdain on their faces not yet faded as they left.

Jiang Xingjian pressed his brow, his face full of vexation.

“Do you even know what you’re saying?”

“What… what’s wrong?”

With her status, wasn’t running a pleasure house quite normal? Why was Jiang Xingjian reacting so strongly?

“To exchange flesh for the marquis estate’s glory and wealth—I would rather the marquis estate collapse tomorrow. Such words worse than pigs or rats—never mention them again.”

Lin Jiayue’s face flushed red: “I didn’t say to have those women engage in the flesh trade. I only said we could establish such a venue to give capital officials a place to relax, where they could ordinarily listen to songs and watch performances…”

Jiang Xingjian only felt his head aching terribly: “As a woman, you open your mouth with ‘pleasure house’ and close it with ‘flesh trade.’ How exactly did Nanny Li teach you proper conduct?”

“Such a business that damages moral virtue, you…”

The brush in his hand gripped tighter and tighter. At this moment, Jiang Xingjian suddenly understood why his grandmother and mother had some criticisms of Lin Jiayue.

In the past, he had only thought her excessively lively. Though she didn’t know proper conduct, her thoughts were pure, simple and kind. Those somewhat intimate gestures weren’t born of frivolous wantonness, but only from being moved emotionally without self-awareness.

But today, hearing her speak so decisively about opening a pleasure house, Jiang Xingjian realized she lacked character.

Jiang Xingjian’s jaw tightened. After a long while, he finally uttered, “Wealth and rank obtained through unrighteousness are to me as floating clouds,” and didn’t speak again.

Lin Jiayue refused to accept this, explaining over and over that she didn’t mean for the women to engage in the flesh trade.

Annoyed by her pestering, Jiang Xingjian said, “In the previous dynasty, officials patronizing courtesans became common practice. Government officials indulged in pleasure-seeking, causing court discipline to slacken. Therefore, in our dynasty, all pleasure houses are state-run, and the women within are all female relatives from families of serious criminals.”

“Our dynasty’s laws explicitly prohibit officials from visiting prostitutes. At any public or private banquet, seeking singing girls to pour wine carries a punishment of two years imprisonment and eighty strokes of the rod. Officials who sleep with prostitutes commit a crime second only to murder. Even if pardoned, they are dismissed from office without possibility of reinstatement.”

“Your words about ‘all major and minor affairs, all gossip and anecdotes could be grasped in the marquis estate’s hands’—do you know that if even half a word of this were to leak out, tomorrow the marquis estate would be charged with treason and rebellion?”

“Secretly investigating and spying, examining improper and unlawful conduct of officials in all government offices large and small, and listening to rumors—these are the exclusive duties of the Eastern Depot. For the marquis estate to overstep its bounds now—what does it intend to do?”

“Lin Jiayue, before you speak recklessly, can you consider the safety of the nearly one thousand people in the marquis estate?”

Jiang Xingjian’s face was livid, surging anger suppressed in his chest with nowhere to vent.

“I’m sorry, I… I didn’t mean to. I really didn’t understand.”

“I only saw others doing this, so I thought I could…”

“These next few days I’ll have Huai Su come teach you what can be said and what cannot. You’re still ill—recuperating should be your priority.”

Having said this, Jiang Xingjian swept his sleeves and left.

Lin Jiayue choked out with tears: “I really didn’t mean to. I only wanted to help you.”

Jiang Xingjian’s steps paused, but he didn’t stop at all.

He walked all the way to the main courtyard of Lanting. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were airing books in the garden. Seeing him approach, both lowered their heads in unison, as if they hadn’t seen him at all.

Though treated this way by the maidservants, for some reason, the moment Jiang Xingjian entered the main courtyard, most of that pent-up frustration in his heart dissipated.

After brief consideration, he lifted his foot and walked inside.

Song Wan was reading in the study, with a plate of red bean pastries at hand. Jiang Xingjian only saw that the topmost piece was missing a small, neat semicircle—she must have sampled it lightly earlier.

He coughed lightly, driving away that subtle trace of unease.

“Does husband have some matter?”

Song Wan put down her book and rose, yielding the study’s main seat.

“Nothing in particular.”

Seeing his solemn expression, clearly somewhat displeased, though he didn’t say so, Song Wan had no intention of pressing further.

Having brewed tea and placed it beside Jiang Xingjian’s hand, Song Wan had just prepared to find some other task when she heard him say, “There is something I wish to ask you.”

“Estate matters?”

She turned back and sat down, but not beside him.

Jiang Xingjian clenched his fist slightly, saying in a low voice, “Someone suggested the marquis estate open sources of income, engage in some business ventures.”

“Only this?”

“Yes.”

“If it were only this, you wouldn’t have such a reaction. Could it be that the business venture that person proposed was rather improper?”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t answer her.

He only looked at Song Wan and felt all the anxiety and turmoil in his heart washed completely clean. Jiang Xingjian suddenly wanted to know—if it were her, how would she view this matter of opening sources of income?

“If I were to ask you, what sort of business ventures should the marquis estate pursue?”

Song Wan pondered briefly, then after a moment said, “Where virtue resides, the world gravitates toward it. I believe profit is the same.”

“If one wishes to engage in business ventures with long-term benefits, they cannot escape the trades of sparing people from death, resolving people’s difficulties, rescuing people from distress, and relieving people’s urgent needs.”

Hearing these words, Jiang Xingjian’s heart trembled.

He thought—a woman’s character should indeed be thus.

Chapter 28: Marriage
“Since we’ve spoken of this today, I also have some words I wish to say to husband.”

Song Wan said, “The marquis estate is not an ordinary household. Temporary gains and losses cannot resolve the root of the problem. Whether opening sources of income or regulating expenditures, ultimately neither is most crucial.”

Having gone sleepless for several days, pondering countless possibilities for the Jiang and Song families, she had finally thought of a foolproof strategy that could preserve their foundation.

“The world says wealth and rank are like honey and sugar, but I think wealth and rank are like frost-edged blades—wealth and rank all the more so.”

As soon as she spoke, Jiang Xingjian understood Song Wan’s meaning.

The power struggle between Consort Jiang, Consort Yun, and the Third and Fifth Princes was like brocade adorned with fresh flowers and oil boiled over raging fire—seemingly infinitely glorious yet unable to say which day it would collapse overnight. Whether they could preserve their lives was still unknown, much less engage in any business ventures. Moreover, the Crown Prince had lingered on his sickbed for years and could die suddenly at any time. The struggle for imperial power was on the verge of erupting. How to preserve the foundation of both estates was of utmost importance.

Jiang Xingjian was also anxious about this but hadn’t been able to think of any good solution.

Preserving a clan’s foundation was truly no easy matter.

He raised his head, very much wanting to know what Song Wan was thinking.

“A clan’s foundation lies in nothing more than the cohesion of descendants, with excellent children multiplying endlessly.”

“Thus, even if in the future the marquis estate truly… encounters some calamity, as long as the foundation and descendants remain, the ancestral bloodline will be preserved.”

Jiang Xingjian said, “As long as the ancestral graves remain, the clan will not scatter.”

“Though the ancestral graves may remain, without provisions they cannot be maintained. If the marquis estate loses this overwhelming wealth, the descendants will likely lack the means for sacrificial rites. Over time, gradually there will be negligence and no one to manage them.”

Jiang Xingjian frowned, knowing in his heart that Song Wan was absolutely right.

“Does Madam have a solution?”

Song Wan said, “Though the marquis estate is gradually declining now, it still has the ability to purchase sacrificial land. If the clan has permanent property, it can ensure the Jiang bloodline does not scatter to various places with nowhere to settle.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian’s brow lifted slightly, and the look he gave Song Wan carried several degrees more gravity.

Sacrificial land could certainly preserve ancestral incense and offerings for the four seasons, but more importantly, the court’s laws explicitly stipulated that ‘grave and burial land shall not be subject to confiscation.’ So in the future, even if the Fifth Prince were defeated and the Jiang clan exiled or their property confiscated, the sacrificial land would not be seized by the state. And if the clan had land, it could ensure clan members would not starve to death.

Jiang Xingjian’s fingertips trembled slightly.

What Song Wan spoke of today was making final preparations for the marquis estate.

“Secondly, we must provide opportunities for the clan’s children to study and become literate, to know honor and shame and understand proper conduct.”

“A clan school.”

Song Wan looked at Jiang Xingjian with a gentle smile.

Jiang Xingjian only felt his heart pounding wildly in his chest.

The eastern and western branches of the Jiang family, legitimate and concubine-born lines—how could the male descendants number less than several hundred? As long as they could preserve one branch, giving them tiles to shelter their heads and grain to fill their bellies, allowing the men to learn letters and understand human relationships, the clan would not be considered defeated. Who could say there wouldn’t be a day of restoration?

His hands couldn’t help trembling, and the gaze he directed at Song Wan grew increasingly profound.

Song Wan, stared at until she felt quite uncomfortable, smiled lightly, saying she had other matters to handle, and departed gracefully.

With the great weight in his heart lifted, Jiang Xingjian sought someone to handle the sacrificial land matters.

Heaven knew what had troubled him these recent days was precisely how to preserve the clan’s foundation. As for the marquis estate’s temporary income-expenditure imbalance, it didn’t count as a problem at all.

Leaving Lanting Courtyard, he headed toward Yuling Study.

Hearing he had come to visit, Jiang Yan felt somewhat puzzled. Though the two couldn’t be said to be at daggers drawn, their relationship truly wasn’t one of brotherly affection either.

“What instruction does elder brother have?”

After explaining Song Wan’s matters regarding sacrificial land and the clan school to Jiang Yan, Jiang Xingjian said, “This is a major clan matter. I wanted to consult with you. In these years you’ve managed the marquis estate, do you know which branch of the eastern or western estates has children of good character who could shoulder the responsibility of managing grain provisions?”

Jiang Yan contemplated for a moment, also understanding the importance of this matter.

After carefully considering several people and briefly relating their conduct and life stories to Jiang Xingjian, he couldn’t help sighing, “Elder brother’s deep thought and far-reaching concern, thorough in every aspect—younger brother admires this.”

“It wasn’t actually my idea…”

Jiang Xingjian curved his lips slightly, “It was your sister-in-law who thought it through thoroughly and told me today.”

Mentioning Song Wan, Jiang Yan’s throat moved slightly, his fingertips giving rise to a tingling, itching sensation.

He said hoarsely, “Sister-in-law is intelligent, truly a model among women of the inner chambers.”

Watching Jiang Xingjian smile with reflected glory, Jiang Yan’s heart filled with envy.

That person was too pure and beautiful—so beautiful that even though he felt Jiang Xingjian didn’t know how to treasure her and was unworthy in various ways, he dared not harbor even half a thought of improper intimacy.

“A Wan, she…”

Smile reaching deep to his lips, yet pressed down again by Jiang Xingjian. He looked at Jiang Yan and said, “You’ve reached the age of capping this year. Marriage matters should naturally be put on the agenda. That they’ve been delayed because of me—I truly feel guilty.”

Jiang Yan’s marriage shouldn’t have been postponed until now without being settled, but because he was concubine-born yet previously had the possibility of inheriting the title, there was difficulty regarding the status of his bride-to-be.

Those of high status didn’t value him, while those of lower status the marquis estate looked down upon, which was why it had been dragged out until now.

Now that he had returned to the estate, this matter was even more troublesome.

“I wonder what sort of young lady you prefer? If there’s someone your heart is set on, you might as well tell your sister-in-law. She regularly interacts with women from aristocratic families now. With her consideration, it can certainly be handled properly.”

Jiang Yan smiled warmly, “If we could find someone like sister-in-law, that would be best of all.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian froze, then suddenly laughed aloud.

After laughing, he murmured, “A woman like A Wan—I’m afraid she won’t be easy to find.”

Jiang Yan’s smile also faded by three degrees, his gaze becoming somewhat profound.

“If you have time, go speak with her about it. With her help in judging, it certainly won’t go wrong.”

“Younger brother understands.”

Jiang Yan’s marriage shouldn’t have fallen to Song Wan’s responsibility, but Old Madam Jiang’s heart only held the returned-from-death Jiang Xingjian, and Jiang Mother was someone who didn’t much manage affairs.

Though Jiang Yan had a birth mother, she was merely a concubine whose status in the estate was lower than that of a steward with any standing. After going round and round, this task fell to Song Wan.

So when Jiang Yan sought her out, she wasn’t at all surprised.

“If not for elder brother’s orders, younger brother wouldn’t dare disturb sister-in-law. I hope sister-in-law won’t take offense.”

Jiang Xingjian had gone to the clan today to discuss the clan school and sacrificial land matters and wasn’t at Song Wan’s side. Jiang Yan waited in the front courtyard of Fuhe Hall for a long while, yet showed not the slightest trace of impatience.

“How could it be called a disturbance? Young uncle speaks too seriously.”

Song Wan stood to one side, apparently pondering suitable young ladies from aristocratic families. Jiang Yan stood quietly beside her, looking at their elongated shadows on the ground with a slight smile.

Watching and watching, he suddenly shifted a step.

The two shadows on the ground overlapped due to his movement, appearing as if the two people were leaning intimately together, whispering closely.

Jiang Yan stared blankly, his smile increasingly difficult to conceal.

“I haven’t attended banquets outside for too long. Though I’ve thought of one or two suitable families, I don’t know what the young ladies’ characters are like. If young uncle isn’t in a hurry, allow me two more days to consider and meet them.”

“After all, it’s a marriage matter—it mustn’t be handled carelessly.”

Listening to Song Wan’s soft, gentle voice, Jiang Yan raised his head, his eyes full of tender affection.

He looked into Song Wan’s eyes and said softly, “I leave everything to sister-in-law’s decision.”

Chapter 29: Allocating Silver
“Miss, this is an invitation sent to you by the Qi estate.”

“Which Qi estate?”

Heng Zhi lowered her head to look at the calling card in her hand and replied, “The current master is Qi Lun, grandson of the former Duke of Li. This invitation was sent by his eldest legitimate grandson’s wife.”

Song Wan took the calling card and carefully recalled this person in her mind. After a long while, she said, “No wonder I found the name familiar. I met her before I came of age.”

“If this servant hasn’t misremembered, she’s a concubine-born miss from Prince Zhongjing’s estate, isn’t she?”

Song Wan’s elegant brows furrowed slightly as she acknowledged with a sound.

Heng Zhi said, “The Qi estate can be considered of noble birth, but after the old Duke passed away, no outstanding descendants emerged in the clan, so it declined generation after generation. Now the eldest legitimate grandson has actually formed a marriage alliance with a concubine-born daughter from Prince Zhongjing’s estate—it truly invites sighs.”

Hearing this, Heng Wu leaned over, “She sent an invitation today—could it be because some days ago Miss let word out that she wanted to arrange marriage matters for several young masters and misses in the estate?”

“It should be so.”

Song Wan smiled, “Though the Qi estate has high birth, it’s truly not worthy of consideration now. Though Second Young Master is concubine-born, he’s still not a match the Qi estate can aspire to. Help me find an excuse to decline this invitation.”

“This servant remembers the Qi estate has a legitimate-born miss who just came of age this year…”

Nanny Zhao was tidying Song Wan’s clothing in the inner room. Hearing Heng Wu speak thus, she said, “A legitimate-born miss won’t do either. Even if her character is excellent, Miss cannot arrange this match for Second Young Master.”

“Why not?”

Heng Wu didn’t understand, “Don’t they say men marry down and women marry up? Previously, the Miss Sun that Miss favored—her father is merely a fifth-rank Grand Secretary of the Eastern Pavilion, which is far inferior to this Qi estate.”

Hearing this, Song Wan propped her chin and laughed, “Silly Heng Wu, this is naturally different.”

“Though Master Sun is only fifth rank, Miss Sun’s legitimate elder brother obtained his jinshi degree before reaching the age of capping, and Miss Sun’s legitimate maternal uncle currently serves in the Ministry of War.”

“While the Grand Secretary of the Eastern Pavilion has a low official rank, he belongs to the Grand Secretariat and is a proper close minister to the sovereign. Miss Sun’s private tutor was the Meishan Recluse from the Wang family of Taicang Prefecture, indicating the Sun and Wang families also have relations.”

Song Wan blinked, “This Wang family…”

“Oh my, Miss, this servant just can’t follow all this. It makes this servant’s head spin round and round.”

Nanny Zhao, holding a sun-softened quilt, laughed, “Even though this old woman doesn’t understand these things, I know the Qi estate’s miss cannot be proposed for Second Young Master.”

“Why not? Is there something improper about the Qi estate’s miss?”

Nanny Zhao patted her back, “What nonsense are you saying? Is the good name of an unmarried young lady something you can slander like this?”

“You can’t even understand such simple matters—wasted on such a tall, foolish body. Go ask your elder sister.”

Having been scolded by Nanny Zhao, Heng Wu went off grumbling to ask Heng Zhi about the reason.

Heng Zhi answered with a smile, “The Sun family has low status but wields real power, while the Qi estate only has an illustrious birth with no substance. If Miss chose such a family for Second Young Master, outsiders would either say our mistress has short-sighted judgment or vicious intentions, trampling on Second Young Master.”

“Ah…”

“No wonder Miss has been poring over various families’ registers these past days. She’s been thinking this deeply.”

Seeing the darkness under Song Wan’s eyes growing increasingly pronounced, Heng Wu couldn’t help feeling resentful, “In this servant’s opinion, Miss shouldn’t care so much. The young master treats Miss terribly—why should Miss suffer and toil, planning for the marquis estate?”

“Bah! You little hoof, after a few days without a beating, your hide has grown thick.”

Hearing these words, Nanny Zhao became so angry her hair practically stood on end. Seeing Song Wan’s smile fade considerably, she quickly grabbed the carrying pole from the room to strike Heng Wu.

Heng Wu was chased in circles around the room.

As Nanny Zhao pursued, she said, “Spouting nonsense all day—I’ll tear that mouth of yours to pieces.”

“What? Which of this servant’s words was wrong?”

“The young master is inhuman, but there are still Madam and Old Madam in the estate. Even setting these aside, if Miss truly threw up her hands and ignored everything, could she hand the authority of household management to that little harlot?”

“Why are your eyes so shallow? You only see these trivial gains and losses before you. Don’t you think that if Miss managed nothing and only sought her own peace, could she stay uninvolved when the marquis estate falls into chaos? Haven’t you heard that saying… something about a nest… something about eggs?”

“When the nest is overturned, how can any eggs remain whole?”

Song Wan covered her lips and laughed, completing the sentence from behind the table.

“Right, right, right, that’s the one.”

“Since Miss has married into the marquis estate, it’s a case of shared glory and shared loss. Do you think I don’t feel sorry for Miss? But have you heard me say anything?”

As she spoke, Nanny Zhao’s eyes also reddened.

Song Wan was nursed by her at her breast. When she was as small as a palm, she was protected and raised in her arms. Now, having finally attended to her until she had this celestial appearance, who would have wanted her to marry someone like Jiang Xingjian? If they had known earlier that Jiang Xingjian was like this, it would have been better to let her miss remain a widow.

Who could say which life was more torturous?

The more Nanny Zhao thought about it, the angrier she became. She thought of how Song Wan maintained the bearing of the estate’s mistress before others, but behind closed doors laughed carelessly like an ungrown girl who hadn’t yet learned better, covering her mouth to giggle—it pained her terribly.

Her miss had been widowed at twelve, confined to Longxiang Studio for six years. When it came down to it, she was still a foolish child who hadn’t experienced the ways between men and women.

Heng Wu only saw that as Nanny Zhao was chasing, she suddenly flopped onto the embroidered couch with a thud and buried her head in the quilt.

Song Wan and Heng Zhi were startled and hurried forward to check. Heng Wu behind them giggled foolishly, until low sobbing came from the room, and only then did she anxiously close her mouth.

“Good Nanny, I won’t speak nonsense anymore.”

“Which married woman doesn’t have to restrain herself and act cautiously, treading carefully at every step? A woman of the household lives her whole life for a good reputation and a virtuous name. Watching Miss toil day after day, who wouldn’t feel sorry? In our estate, this old servant wouldn’t even let Miss touch a drop of water.”

“Much less use that abacus until her fingernails break.”

Nanny Zhao held Song Wan’s delicate fingers, her heart aching so much she sobbed continuously.

Her miss, except for touching needles and thread a few times learning women’s handiwork in childhood, had never done rough work. Now, working the abacus daily, the edges of her nails had cracked into fine bloody splits.

“If Madam knew from the underworld, who knows how much it would pain her…”

With Nanny Zhao gripping her hand tightly, Song Wan’s heart also gave rise to some bitterness, though not because of Jiang Xingjian, but for those who cared for her.

Thinking it over, she snuggled into Nanny Zhao’s embrace as she had when small, murmuring coquettishly, “What words are these, Nanny? I’m already quite relaxed at the marquis estate. What’s so difficult about managing the household and keeping accounts? Which clan wife doesn’t come through this way?”

“What this old servant speaks of isn’t the matter of managing the household. This old servant speaks of Miss’s future.”

Song Wan sighed inwardly but said with a smile, “Husband and I were childhood friends. With that childhood affection, he won’t always be like this. After a few days, who knows—perhaps he’ll remember my good points.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also felt sorrowful. As several people were feeling emotional, they saw Lv Zhu walk in holding an estate disbursement voucher. Just entering the room, she said angrily, “Miss, the young master has gone mad! He actually allocated two thousand taels to Concubine Lin at the Embroidered Smoke Pavilion to open a shop. Does he not know how hard Miss worked to save this silver for the marquis estate? Now he’s allocated it all to that creature—this is truly outrageous oppression.”

“What? Has the young master lost his mind?”

Nanny Zhao suddenly stood up, making Song Wan’s head spin.

Song Wan supported her head and said helplessly, “Mind your words… mind your words…”

Chapter 30: Laughable
“Miss, that Concubine Lin is still waiting outside the courtyard.”

Lv Zhu looked at the disbursement voucher in her hand over and over again, so angry her almond-shaped eyes widened enormously.

Song Wan tidied her hair and had Heng Zhi accompany her outside.

Lin Jiayue was followed by two young maidservants. Seeing Song Wan, they all performed courtesies in unison. Lin Jiayue’s face showed a slight smile, and at first glance her manner and movements carried the refined air of a proper young lady.

“I just gave your maidservant the disbursement voucher Xingjian wrote. I’ve come now to collect the silver.”

Song Wan said, “Since husband wrote a disbursement voucher for you, you can go directly to the estate’s general affairs office to collect the silver. There’s no need to seek me out here.”

Having a second-rank maidservant from the room bring tea and water, Song Wan waited for Lin Jiayue to speak.

Since Jiang Xingjian had bypassed her to allocate silver to Lin Jiayue, it showed he also knew this action was unreasonable and would absolutely not have Lin Jiayue come find her. Now that she had come to the door, who knew whether she wanted to show off a bit or was preparing to flaunt her power.

Sure enough, Song Wan had only picked up her tea and remained silent for a moment when Lin Jiayue could no longer contain herself.

“Jiang Xingjian gave me silver to open a shop. Aren’t you angry?”

“Your proper conduct has been learned very poorly indeed.”

Hearing the words “proper conduct,” Lin Jiayue’s expression darkened, “He likes my temperament precisely—it’s not too boring.”

Song Wan’s hand gripping the teacup tightened. She laughed lightly, then prepared to leave, but heard Lin Jiayue say, “Is this interesting to you? Holding onto an empty legitimate wife’s status, living as a grass widow, deceiving yourself daily—can that truly make you happy?”

“Impudent! How dare you show disrespect before Madam?”

Song Wan waved her hand, and Heng Zhi stepped back without speaking further.

“Then in Concubine Lin’s opinion, what should I do?”

Lin Jiayue looked at Song Wan, her eyes showing determination, “I have no hostility toward you. I simply don’t understand—Xingjian doesn’t like you, so why do you insist on staying at the marquis estate? You’ve already wasted six years. Why continue to waste away?”

“…”

Song Wan sat back down in the main seat and said indifferently, “I truly don’t understand your meaning.”

“What’s not to understand? Xingjian and I are in love. He once said that upon returning to the capital he would marry me as his wife. But who could have imagined there would be such a foolish woman in this world who would actually marry in holding a memorial tablet to remain a widow?”

Lin Jiayue looked at Song Wan, her heart also full of discomfort.

Clearly she and Jiang Xingjian had been in love first—how was it that now it seemed as if she had interfered in someone else’s relationship? Though she had confidence in herself, when Jiang Xingjian was together with Song Wan, she still couldn’t help worrying.

She was his legitimate wife in name. They went together every morning and evening to Fuhe Hall to pay respects to the old lady. Everything in their courtyard came in matching pairs. When mentioning Song Wan, Jiang Xingjian’s eyes were full of unspoken praise.

Though the two had never had any intimate gestures, Lin Jiayue just couldn’t help feeling jealous.

After all, Jiang Xingjian was supposed to be her beloved.

“Have you ever considered that your irresponsible actions toward yourself also bring trouble to others?”

Song Wan blinked, trying to understand what exactly Lin Jiayue meant by “bringing trouble to others.”

She had always considered herself intelligent, but not a single sentence from Lin Jiayue’s words was comprehensible.

Raising her head to observe the girl before her, Song Wan still didn’t understand exactly what aspect of her Jiang Xingjian loved.

If speaking of appearance, she felt herself superior. If speaking of family background, her match with Jiang Xingjian couldn’t be considered marrying up. Could it really be as Lin Jiayue said—that she was too boring?

But from childhood she had been proficient in music, chess, calligraphy and painting, needlework and embroidery, and had even dabbled in the various schools of philosophy and poetry. How could she be boring?

“Your family background is good and your birth is high. Even if you left Jiang Xingjian, you could find another person of your heart, couldn’t you?”

Originally Song Wan had been pondering whether she was boring, but hearing this sentence, her brows knitted tightly.

Heng Zhi, unable to contain her anger, grabbed the hot tea before her and threw it forcefully onto Lin Jiayue’s face, “You yourself enjoy acting improper and shameless, dangling your cheap airs around the young master all day isn’t enough—you also want to stain our miss’s good reputation? You woman are truly black-hearted and rotten to the core, deserving of death.”

“Heng Zhi.”

Seeing she wanted to advance further, Song Wan stopped her.

Though the hot tea wasn’t scalding, having someone splash it over one’s face was truly humiliating. Lin Jiayue, unable to contain her anger, shouted, “I was trying to help you! Why are you all going mad?”

The two young maidservants came forward to help Lin Jiayue wipe her face, while Song Wan stared at her without blinking.

After a long while, she finally confirmed that beyond a certain arrogant contempt for her, the person before her truly had no malicious intent.

Lin Jiayue genuinely believed her words were for Song Wan’s benefit.

Song Wan suddenly grew curious.

“Aristocratic families have never had divorced women. The departure you speak of fundamentally cannot happen. Moreover, don’t you know our dynasty’s laws stipulate that taking a concubine as a wife—those who take concubines or guest women as wives receive a sentence of one and a half years’ imprisonment?”

“If it were merchants or commoners that would be one thing, but for aristocratic families like the marquis estate, even if I died they would select another principal wife. They would absolutely never do something that violates proper order like elevating a concubine to wife.”

If Lin Jiayue weren’t of concubine status, even if she were an outside mistress not recorded in the clan registry, this matter might still have room for negotiation. But as things stood now, everything was empty talk.

“Impossible.”

Lin Jiayue’s face turned deathly pale, “I don’t believe aristocratic families cannot divorce. Could it be that even if a couple are bitter enemies, they must be bound together until death?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes and said indifferently, “You’re so certain about this talk of divorce—could it be that husb… he promised you something?”

“He…”

Had Jiang Xingjian promised he would definitely marry her as his wife, making her the mistress of the marquis estate?

Lin Jiayue recalled carefully and suddenly discovered that since returning to the marquis estate, Jiang Xingjian had never said such words again. Even on the day she moved to the Embroidered Smoke Pavilion, he had only said one sentence: “Trust me.”

Fine beads of sweat appeared on her face. Lin Jiayue suddenly felt somewhat panicked.

Seeing this, Song Wan said, “Aristocratic families have never had divorced women because divorce is a major clan matter. It requires both estates or both clans to burn incense and open the ancestral shrine. The clan heads of both clans must worship before heaven and ancestors, and only after reporting to heaven and receiving ancestral approval can divorce occur.”

“Though divorce is rare, repudiation is common. If a man is dissatisfied with his legitimate wife in the household, he can repudiate his wife through the Seven Outs or Moral Severance.”

Lin Jiayue’s head snapped up, a glimmer of hope rising in her heart.

Song Wan curved her lips, only finding Lin Jiayue’s thoughts increasingly laughable.

Forget that she had the Song family and her aunt backing her, so the marquis estate wouldn’t dare to repudiate her—just the matter of her remaining a widow for Jiang Xingjian for six years meant the Emperor wouldn’t allow the marquis estate to cast aside his wife and remarry.

“Why did husband allocate two thousand taels of silver for you to open a shop?”

Lin Jiayue’s face paled, “I found a method to make ice in summer, to earn silver for the marquis estate.”

“Earlier you asked whether I was angry that husband gave you silver to open a shop. Now I’ll answer you.”

Song Wan’s gaze was calm as still water. She looked at Lin Jiayue and said, “For daughters, only dowry is private property. The marquis estate hasn’t been divided yet, so all expenditures and income are public accounts. Other people, even husband and the estate’s uncles, have no private property—at least openly, they don’t have and cannot have any.”

“And you, born of concubine status, have no dowry to speak of. Even if husband dotes on and indulges you, it amounts to nothing more than giving you a bit of personal silver. So when you ask if I’m angry, it’s truly…”

“Rather laughable.”

Chapter 31: Meeting
Lin Jiayue had never imagined that one day she would be called laughable by Song Wan, whom she viewed as pitiful and pathetic.

Her complexion alternated between pale and flushed, overwhelmed with shame and indignation.

Seeing her like this, Song Wan said coolly, “Next time you come to show off your power, investigate thoroughly first.”

She left after speaking, nearly causing Lin Jiayue to tear the handkerchief in her hands to shreds.

“Go find Nanny Li and tell her that Concubine Lin’s understanding of proper conduct is lacking. She needs to be taught again what can and cannot be done.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi nodded and went to Fuhe Hall to find Nanny Li.

To actually say such words about having the legitimate wife of the family heir remarry—Concubine Lin must have caught the same madness as the Young Master.

With this thought, Heng Zhi quickened her steps.

After sending Lin Jiayue away, Song Wan sat alone at her desk in contemplation. Nanny Zhao had also heard their exchange and, after composing herself, comforted Song Wan.

“Madam need not concern yourself with that little harlot. Men are fond of beauty, but she’s just a plaything who serves through her looks. Once the Young Master’s novelty wears off, he’ll see the Young Mistress’s virtues.”

Lv Zhu frowned and said, “If the Young Master loves beauty, he should love the Young Mistress’s beauty instead. The Young Mistress is far more beautiful than Concubine Lin.”

“That’s right. Who knows what the Young Master sees in Concubine Lin.”

Xiang Cao was also puzzled and muttered quietly. Hearing this, Song Wan blinked and perked up her ears to listen.

Heng Wu considered for a moment, then had a sudden realization: “This servant understands now. The Young Master must enjoy Concubine Lin’s lack of propriety, her frivolous and wanton manner. The Third Master in our household is very fond of actors and courtesans. Those women are just like Concubine Lin—full of lowborn airs that can’t be brought to the table.”

“All day long, aside from being jealous and showing off before the Third Madam, they just cling to the Third Master. Now that I think about it, there really are men who favor such types.”

“Bah, bah, bah! Actors and courtesans indeed—you’re an unmarried girl, yet your mouth has no guard, daring to say anything. Let me…”

“Tear my mouth apart.”

Heng Wu laughingly finished Nanny Zhao’s sentence, infuriating Nanny Zhao who moved forward to pinch her flesh.

Song Wan, however, sat in a daze, secretly wondering if Jiang Xingjian truly preferred women who were ill-mannered and brazenly disrespectful.

As she was lost in thought, Heng Zhi returned to report that the gatehouse had delivered a calling card.

“From which family?”

“A card from the Sun family, inviting the Young Mistress to worship at Zhitong Temple.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled. “I thought the Sun family would decline me. Since they’re now requesting to meet, they must have some interest in Second Young Master. Go inform Old Madam that I’ll be going out tomorrow.”

Delighted, Heng Zhi hurried off to report to Old Madam Jiang.

After all, this concerned Jiang Yan’s marriage, so Song Wan thought for a moment and sent someone to the second branch to notify Qing Zhai.

When Jiang Yan returned to the residence that evening, he was somewhat dazed upon hearing this news.

“When Xiang Cao came to find this servant today, Concubine Liu was also there. She asked a few questions, and upon hearing that the First Madam had declined the Qi residence of Duke Li Guo’s family, she spent the entire afternoon fuming, saying that the First Madam was acting out of selfishness by deliberately choosing a family of lower status for the young master.”

“In the evening, she even made a scene in Madam’s courtyard. Since Madam has no patience for handling such matters, she directed Concubine Liu to the First Madam.”

“Did she go looking for her?”

Qing Zhai lowered her eyes and nodded, not daring to elaborate on which “her” was meant.

Jiang Yan’s face filled with irritation, the gloom in his eyes growing increasingly thick. Qing Zhai saw his hands begin to tremble uncontrollably, thought for a moment, and retreated outside the room.

She stood by the door until the room inside became quiet again before opening the door once more.

The study was in disarray, yet Jiang Yan had returned to his gentle demeanor. Only the sickly flush on his face from venting his agitation revealed his troubled state of mind.

“Where is Liu Chengxiang currently stationed?”

“Last month he went to Jiangnan with the manager of Yuxi Trading House to transport goods.”

Jiang Yan’s fists clenched tightly, his breathing becoming slightly rapid. Seeing this, Qing Zhai said, “Concubine Liu’s nephew Liu Liansheng is currently serving in the porcelain warehouse.”

“Break his leg and tell Liu Zhu to behave herself. If there’s a next time, send Liu Chengxiang’s entire family to guard the medicinal herb shop in the southern frontier.”

After speaking, Jiang Yan stood up and walked to the large redwood wardrobe.

Qing Zhai only saw him rummaging through his robes but never seeming satisfied.

“Will the young master be going out tomorrow?”

“To Zhitong Temple.”

Qing Zhai stepped forward and took out a dark blue brocade robe: “This servant thinks this one is more refined.”

“Refined?”

Hearing this, Jiang Yan removed his outer garment. After Qing Zhai helped him put it on, she stepped back to the side.

“Indeed elegant and refined, quite possessing gentlemanly bearing.”

His eyes were bright, seeming very pleased.

“Should the household prepare a carriage tomorrow?”

Jiang Yan smiled warmly. “No need.”

Zhitong Temple was located in the suburbs of the capital. Though its incense offerings were not particularly abundant, it excelled in tranquility. Moreover, there was a mountain path specifically for women’s use, which was why the ladies of various households in the capital were willing to come here to worship Buddha.

However, Zhitong Temple received two unusual visitors today. When Xiao Jiye entered the bamboo grove chamber, he was rather puzzled.

“You’re in a good mood today, actually inviting me to such a peaceful place.”

He looked up at Jiang Yan and sneered, “First time seeing you dressed so presentably.”

Jiang Yan looked down and asked with a smile, “Do I not appear upright and refined?”

“You appear like a beast in gentleman’s clothing.”

Xiao Jiye sat boldly on a stone stool. “What do you want from me?”

He had some shady business dealings with Jiang Yan. After four or five years of cooperation, they were reasonably compatible. Though they couldn’t claim life-or-death friendship, they could barely be considered candid with each other.

“I heard your elder brother has returned. Is it delaying your inheritance of the title?”

Jiang Yan shook his head. His temperament was unusually peaceful today. He methodically drew out the game pieces and arranged them one by one. “Keep me company for a game.”

Xiao Jiye raised an eyebrow slightly and extended his scar-covered hand, picking up black pieces and placing them haphazardly.

Jiang Yan didn’t get angry, playing by himself until voices appeared in the chamber on the other side of the wall. Only then did his face show a smile.

Seeing that all his attention was focused on that soft, gentle female voice, Xiao Jiye also became interested, holding his breath to listen quietly to the conversation next door.

“It’s been many years since I’ve seen First Madam Jiang. I didn’t expect you to have grown so beautiful.”

Song Wan handed the gift box she was carrying to the Sun family’s maid and smiled. “The last time I saw you was seven or eight years ago. I still remember the osmanthus candy you brought me.”

“You child, you have such a good memory.”

Song Wan smiled slightly, as if the matter of waiting half an hour for the Sun family at the foot of the mountain had never happened.

In marriage discussions, it was normal for the woman’s side to maintain a more reserved and elevated posture. She had no complaints about it.

“Greetings to First Madam Jiang.”

A young lady who had blossomed gracefully curtsied to Song Wan. Song Wan turned to look and saw that Miss Sun was soft, charming, and delightfully innocent.

The young lady had a round face and large, dewy eyes that were very endearing. When she looked at people, her eyes were full of bashful smiles. With just one glance, Song Wan liked her very much.

She took a jade box from Heng Zhi and presented it to Miss Sun.

Seeing this, Madam Sun said, “This is too valuable. I really cannot accept it.”

Song Wan smiled gently. “I took an immediate liking to Miss Sun. It seems we two sisters share some affinity. What harm is there in an elder sister giving something to a younger sister?”

On the other side of the wall, Jiang Yan’s eyes held an expression that seemed both joyful and sorrowful.

Chapter 32: Impropriety
Xiao Jiye rolled a black game piece between his fingertips, observing Jiang Yan’s expression with considerable curiosity. After years of cooperation with Jiang Yan, his impression of the man was that he was unpredictable in temperament, neither purely righteous nor evil. But this was the first time he’d seen him have the leisure to eavesdrop on women’s conversation through a wall.

He listened for quite a while without discerning anything unusual about the identities of those speaking. Only when he saw Jiang Yan’s expression did he understand this must involve some private matter.

“Has Miss Sun come of age yet?”

Since it wouldn’t be appropriate to discuss marriage matters where an unmarried young lady could hear, Madam Sun had a maid lead her away before responding, “She’ll reach the age after the new year. Right now she’s at her most mischievous.”

“We all went through that time. I was just the same in my youth.”

Madam Sun let out an exclamation and said with a laugh that if her daughter could be like Song Wan, she could die with her eyes closed.

After exchanging pleasantries for a while, Song Wan got to the point. “I wonder what kind of young man the Sun family favors? I might know of someone suitable.”

Madam Sun smiled. “Though my husband’s official position is rather low, our son has some literary talent. So I’m thinking that Xiuxiu’s future husband should ideally also be fond of learning.”

“Regardless of status, someone who is educated, understands propriety, and treats others with gentleness would be the best choice.”

Song Wan smiled. “I actually do know of someone remarkably talented, modest and courteous.”

Madam Sun smiled. “Is the household harmonious? As you know, people like us place great importance on proper conduct and ritual propriety. We’re most afraid of having someone in the family who is morally deficient or behaves outrageously, who might lead her character astray. And if trouble arises in the future, we would inevitably be implicated.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together without speaking.

Madam Sun had made herself clear. The Sun residence didn’t care whether Jiang Yan was legitimate or from a concubine, as long as he was educated, literate, and had a gentle temperament. However, the Sun family was displeased with Jiang Xingjian’s bringing Lin Jiayue back to the marquis residence without proper matchmaking.

“I also know that in such a large clan, it’s hardly possible for everyone to be of upright character. But if the relationship is distant, it’s still manageable. However, if an elder brother or uncle is morally lacking, the only option would be to establish a separate household.”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “When parents are living, one doesn’t divide the family. After all, they are blood relatives—even if bones are broken, the tendons remain connected. How could one leave the residence just because of taking a new wife? Moreover, if outsiders learned that marrying Miss Sun required dividing the clan and establishing a separate household, what would people think of Xiuxiu?”

Madam Sun’s smile diminished. Song Wan continued, “For a young lady, finding a husband who knows warmth and cold is better than anything else. Besides, women typically remain in the inner quarters, so rather than scrutinizing the future husband’s brothers and uncles, one should examine the various madams and sisters-in-law in the household.”

“If the matriarch is kind and the sisters-in-law are gentle in temperament, Xiuxiu will feel at ease in the inner quarters.”

“Ah, what you say is true, but if the household is unsettled—taking in actors today, bringing in concubines tomorrow, the whole inner quarters in chaos, creating endless troubles—that’s truly the most vexing thing.”

Madam Sun sighed. “Besides, if a man constantly sees his own brother attracting women left and right, won’t his mind start to wander too?”

“A household’s moral atmosphere is most important. Someone may be good now, educated and proper, but can you guarantee they’ll remain so for a lifetime? After a woman’s beauty fades, how she’ll fare depends on the man’s character and his bottom line in conduct.”

Song Wan listened quietly, feeling inexplicably troubled.

But remembering this marriage prospect, she spoke with sincere feeling. “Since Madam Sun puts it this way, I’ll speak plainly. Our household’s Second Young Master Yan’s character—I imagine Madam has inquired about it to some extent.”

“What outsiders say may be correct, but as a mother, I’m still uneasy.”

“I dare not say about other matters, but regarding Second Young Master Yan…”

Song Wan’s tone paused slightly, as if considering something. On the other side, Jiang Yan held a white piece, his breathing stopped halfway.

His expression was grave, his body slightly curled and motionless. Beside him, Xiao Jiye raised his eyebrows high, his eyes full of amusement.

The household’s Second Young Master Yan… so today was for Jiang Yan’s marriage prospects.

But looking at Jiang Yan’s appearance, he didn’t seem particularly concerned about who his future wife would be. Instead, he seemed more focused on that young lady with the soft, gentle voice.

Xiao Jiye picked up black pieces from the table and tossed them into the game box. The slight rattling sound drew Jiang Yan’s displeasure.

Outside the wall, Song Wan spoke, and Jiang Yan turned his head to listen.

“I have some understanding of him…”

“These past years, Second Young Master has managed all the household’s external affairs. Whether among the household servants or outsiders, no scandalous words involving him have been heard. Second Young Master appears to be someone well-versed in human relations and adept at handling matters.”

“In the inner quarters, he hasn’t been seen indulging in powder and rouge or dallying with maids. His chambers are also spotlessly clean with nothing objectionable to be found.”

Song Wan paused slightly, thinking through her few interactions with Jiang Yan. Aside from that one time when she had just arrived at the marquis residence to live as a widow—which was rather special and not worth mentioning—on all other occasions, Jiang Yan had presented himself as refined and courteous, modest and gentle.

“I’ve been married into the marquis residence for six years and haven’t interacted much with Second Young Master, but I’ve seen him several times during holidays and ancestral rites. If Madam trusts me, I believe he would make a good husband. At the very least, he would be someone who respects and honors his wife with kindness and warmth.”

Listening to this, Jiang Yan’s face flushed deeply red, tender affection flowing through his eyes before gradually dimming.

Xiao Jiye narrowed his handsome eyes and said with a furrowed brow, “Your sister-in-law?”

Jiang Yan came to his senses, his eyes full of tender smile. “Yes, my sister-in-law.”

The way he pronounced those two words—”sister-in-law”—was lingering and ambiguous, making Xiao Jiye’s hair stand on end. After a long silence, he coldly uttered, “You truly are inhuman.”

The smile quickly faded from his face. Jiang Yan’s complexion turned from red to white, then became desolate and ashen. His grip on the game box tightened, clearly barely maintaining his current appearance of upright gentleman.

Xiao Jiye curved his lips in a shallow smile, leaning back lazily, murmuring in a low voice, “Your sister-in-law is here.”

The next second, Jiang Yan’s emotions stabilized and his breathing gradually calmed.

“Tsk, truly interesting.”

Jiang Yan carefully rearranged the game board he had disturbed earlier and asked in a low voice, “Don’t you find me disgusting?”

Xiao Jiye scoffed. “Are sordid affairs rare among aristocratic clans? What’s so disgusting about merely coveting your sister-in-law? I’ve witnessed countless cases of fathers and sons sharing women, the ugliness of such depravity. What does yours amount to?”

Jiang Yan murmured, “But she must find it disgusting.”

Next door, Madam Sun was still pressing Song Wan, but both Jiang Yan and Xiao Jiye could hear that Song Wan thought highly of the Sun family’s daughter and was speaking with considerable humility.

For Jiang Yan, it was like drinking both honey and vinegar—his heart a mixture of sweet and sour.

In the residence, he dared not reveal even half a hint, yet he couldn’t help wanting the world to know that she treated him differently from others. Thinking it over, such a transgression of propriety could only be confided to someone like Xiao Jiye, who cared nothing for conventions.

“Even if she doesn’t find it disgusting, what then? You surely can’t intend to have some affair with your own sister-in-law, can you? If it were just coveting her beauty for a moment, that would be one thing, but looking at you, it doesn’t seem like something you could just play around with and be done.”

Xiao Jiye raised his eyebrows, saying carelessly, “In such matters, it’s ultimately the woman who suffers disgrace. If things come to light, at worst the man gains a reputation for being dissolute and licentious. Your sister-in-law, however, would have to hang herself with a white silk cord. It all depends on whether you can bear to see that happen.”

Jiang Yan’s eyes grew dark and gloomy, his face deathly pale.

Chapter 33: Ambition
Madam Sun was moved by Song Wan’s words, though she still had concerns and maintained a reserved manner in their conversation. Song Wan also knew that marriage matters couldn’t be settled in just a day or two, so she made a few more points before changing the subject. She then spent some time discussing needlework and musical skills with Miss Sun before bidding farewell to them both.

Seeing that she was about to leave, Jiang Yan departed ahead of her, leaving only Xiao Jiye in the chamber.

Today, some family’s women didn’t understand propriety and had their carriage blocking the path at the foot of the mountain. The marquis residence’s carriage was stuck for quite some time. The heat made Song Wan partially lift a corner of the curtain for some air.

She was calculating matters regarding the Sun family’s marriage when she noticed someone in the shadows behind Zhitong Temple staring at her with burning eyes.

The man stood in the shade. Though his features weren’t clear, she could tell his physique was extremely tall and imposing. Through the dappled light and shadow of the trees, a pair of profound black eyes like polished lacquer were barely visible.

After just a moment of eye contact, Song Wan frowned.

That gaze was too searing. The scrutiny and sharpness contained within made her uncomfortable. She furrowed her delicate brows and lowered the carriage curtain.

Xiao Jiye’s eyes revealed amusement as he smiled freely.

After Song Wan lowered the curtain, she said to Heng Zhi beside her, “The weather is getting increasingly hot. The household carriages still use brocade curtains, which is stifling. Have the household replace them with soft gauze later. That way, when the various branch masters go out, they won’t suffer as I have today.”

Hearing this, Heng Wu immediately increased her efforts in waving the round fan in her hand.

When the master and servants returned to the marquis residence, they were preparing to go to Fuhe Hall to report today’s events to Old Madam when they saw Jiang Yan coming out from inside. Seeing him, Song Wan spoke, “What fortuitous timing. I’ve just returned to the residence.”

Jiang Yan inquired warmly, “Where did sister-in-law go?”

“I selected several households some days ago. Today I visited the wife and daughter of Grand Secretary Sun from the Eastern Pavilion. Miss Sun has a gentle temperament and has learned propriety exceptionally well. I think she would be quite suitable for you.”

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes. “Sister-in-law’s judgment is keen. The person you’ve chosen certainly won’t be wrong.”

Song Wan smiled lightly. “Don’t look down on the Sun family for their somewhat lower status, but…”

“How could I not understand sister-in-law’s thoughtful intentions? The Sun family serves as close ministers to His Majesty. Though Sun Zhengchun’s position is currently humble and his power weak, this is only temporary. They’re more than a hundred times better than the Qi residence, which has declined over generations and only retains the status of nobility.”

Jiang Yan’s eyes were deep and profound as he said in a low voice, “Concubine Liu’s vision is shallow. Sister-in-law shouldn’t concern yourself with her.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s expression showed slight relief, making Jiang Yan’s heart tighten.

“Your younger brother trusts sister-in-law completely. In the future, Jiang Xing’s marriage will also need to trouble sister-in-law to arrange.”

“What trouble is there among family? Your marriages proceeding smoothly and your conjugal harmony are what matter.”

Jiang Yan’s tone was soft. “What sister-in-law hopes for will certainly come to pass.”

These words sounded somewhat strange. Song Wan vaguely felt something was amiss and could only smile and excuse herself to Fuhe Hall.

Jiang Yan stood behind her, thinking instead of Xiao Jiye’s words about “hanging herself with a white silk cord.”

His brow furrowed and his heart suddenly ached.

Song Wan was unaware of Jiang Yan’s thoughts, so she set the matter aside.

Upon arriving at Fuhe Hall, she briefly explained the Sun family’s attitude to Old Madam Jiang. The old lady also valued how the Sun family held real power and could be an asset to Jiang Xingjian in the future, so she said with a smile that Song Wan was excellent material for managing a household.

After exchanging a few words with Old Madam, Song Wan returned to Lanting Courtyard.

Ordinarily she rarely went out. After six years without dealing with people, suddenly socializing made her feel doubly exhausted.

“This servant will go notify Xiang Cao to prepare hot water so the young mistress can have a good soak to relieve her fatigue.”

Song Wan nodded. Just as she was about to tell Heng Zhi to select a bottle of magnolia flower dew to go with it, she heard loud arguing coming from Xiuyan Pavilion. She frowned slightly, feeling inexplicably annoyed.

“Young mistress…”

“Return to the main courtyard.”

For some unknown reason, ever since Lin Jiayue had declared so confidently yesterday that she would obtain a divorce, Song Wan had lost patience with pondering the tangled, distressing mess that was her relationship with Jiang Xingjian.

“Tell me, is it true or false that noble families never have divorced women?”

The maids and old servants of Xiuyan Pavilion saw Song Wan walking past outside the door and shrank back in fear one by one. Especially upon hearing the word “divorce,” they didn’t dare breathe heavily, afraid of displeasing Song Wan.

After all, the First Madam managed the household. These servants still had to conduct themselves according to her expressions. Therefore, one by one they dared neither speak out to stop it nor chime in agreement, all standing there like wooden posts that could only breathe.

Lin Jiayue’s commotion was giving Jiang Xingjian a splitting headache.

“Jiang Xingjian, you’re lying to me, aren’t you? Everything you said is false, isn’t it?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his temples, his mind in turmoil.

“You say nothing at all, only making me guess on my own. But what could I possibly guess?”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes were red from crying. “You allowed me to fall in love with you. You allowed me to follow you to the capital. You allowed Song Wan to bully me. Without ever asking whether I was willing, you’ve assigned me the status of a lowly concubine…”

“Jiang Xingjian, do you even have a heart?”

“I’m an orphaned girl. And you? You were born into nobility with status and position. In the marquis residence, you have a grandmother, a mother, and even a wife from a prestigious family.”

“But me? I only have you. I can only rely on you. But what have you done?”

“You let Song Wan bully me. Not only do you not help me, you even deceive me together with her? Why didn’t you tell me that divorce between you and Song Wan is utterly impossible?”

“When have I ever deceived you?”

“Yes, you never deceived me. You just concealed the truth and let me speculate and imagine on my own. All you did was nothing—you’re so noble, so innocent. The only fool is me!”

Lin Jiayue cried until her voice was hoarse, with anger at the injustice of the world, resentment toward Jiang Xingjian, and a trace of unwillingness she didn’t want to admit.

Jiang Xingjian only frowned as he watched, not knowing how to explain.

When he was with Song Wan, he never needed to dissect and clarify everything he said or thought. But Lin Jiayue—she could neither see the situation clearly nor understand his painstaking efforts. All her thoughts were focused on romantic sentiments, which left him feeling bewildered.

After much thought, Jiang Xingjian said, “I originally didn’t want to tell you these things, but to prevent you from continuing to be entangled in these disputes in the future, I’ll explain it clearly to you today.”

Briefly mentioning the origins and conflicts between the Third and Fifth Princes and the Jiang and Song families, Jiang Xingjian said, “The Jiang and Song families will inevitably have casualties in the future. Regardless of which faction wins between the Third and Fifth Princes, Song Wan and I…”

Jiang Xingjian’s heart ached. “Are absolutely impossible.”

Lin Jiayue hadn’t noticed his expression. Instead, her brow showed hints of excitement.

“The marquis residence is going to participate in the succession struggle? I see now.”

Lin Jiayue wiped the tears from her face, her eyes full of ambition. “As long as the marquis residence wins, Song Wan can fall together with the Song residence…”

“Brother Xingjian.”

Lin Jiayue smiled charmingly. “I understand everything you’ve said. Rest assured, I’ll help you.”

Chapter 34: Noble Concubine
After Jiang Xingjian explained things clearly to Lin Jiayue, she indeed stopped obsessing over Song Wan and instead devoted herself wholeheartedly to studying seduction techniques.

Song Wan was busy negotiating marriages with the Sun family and for Jiang Xing, so she had no mind to concern herself with those two. Only after Madam Sun’s attitude finally softened somewhat could she properly rest.

Having just finished bathing, Song Wan was letting Heng Zhi and Heng Wu apply nourishing fragrant dew to her skin. Lv Zhu also fetched the signature balm from Jinxiu Hall to nourish her hair.

Outside, cicadas droned noisily. Song Wan only felt so hot she was drowsy and unbearably languid.

“Young mistress, this summer is truly too hot. Even wearing cloud-shadow gauze, one feels oppressively warm.”

Song Wan lay half-prone on the beauty couch and drowsily hummed in agreement.

“Young mistress, I heard that Concubine Lin’s ice-making shop has earned quite a lot of silver. Some days ago, Madam even had fine fruits delivered to her courtyard.”

Xiang Cao carefully spoke up while assisting Lv Zhu on the side.

Song Wan opened her eyes, somewhat dazed. After a moment, she said, “She truly has exceptional abilities. I thought she shouldn’t be so mediocre.”

“Young mistress… this servant heard from Old Lady Liang that the ice shop earned one or two thousand taels of silver in just half a month. The capital the young master gave has already been recouped. Now even Madam looks at her differently and no longer calls her base-born and worthless as before…”

“Young mistress, what should we do?”

Song Wan adjusted her garments. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat as she took the silk fan with an embroidered lady pattern and languidly fanned herself.

“What do you mean? If she can earn silver for the marquis residence, isn’t that also a good thing for us?”

“Don’t our clothing, food, and expenses also come from the common household funds?”

“Young mistress…”

Xiang Cao anxiously called out to Song Wan. Song Wan opened her eyes and said, “I know what you’re worried about, but you must understand that dignity has always been earned by oneself. If I’m incompetent and cannot maintain the proper standing befitting the legitimate wife of the marquis residence, how long can I rely solely on Old Madam and Madam’s support?”

“Are we just to watch Concubine Lin show off her power and entangle the young master?”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “When a person has ability, it ultimately commands respect. If she truly has the confidence to come show off before me, I welcome it.”

She rose. Seeing this, Heng Zhi quickly picked up the inner skirt made from the cloud gauze material that Consort Yun had sent some days ago and helped Song Wan put it on.

“It’s merely an ice-making shop. It won’t accomplish much. With Lin Jiayue’s temperament, without someone backing her, it would be quite difficult for her to achieve anything significant.”

“But isn’t the young master supporting her from behind right now?”

Song Wan said indifferently, “I’m not worried about him.”

After dressing, Song Wan went to the study to read. Just as she was absorbed in her book, she saw Nanny Zhao come looking for her.

“Consort Yun has issued an oral decree summoning the young master and Concubine Lin to enter the palace.”

“Was it Her Ladyship’s oral decree, or did the young master bring Concubine Lin along?”

Nanny Zhao’s expression was unpleasant. “It was Her Ladyship’s oral decree specifically requesting to see Concubine Lin.”

Song Wan gripped her book, her brow tightly furrowed.

This was precisely what she had worried about, and now it had come to pass.

Lin Jiayue was extremely excited upon receiving the oral decree. She had always been immensely fascinated by the imperial palace. Moreover, after learning about the struggle between the Third and Fifth Princes, she had been paying close attention to court affairs. Now, combined with what Jiang Xingjian had told her, Lin Jiayue felt she could play no small role.

“How do I look in this dress?”

Lin Jiayue held up a peach-red trailing skirt before her. Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian frowned. “Absolutely not. Entering the palace is no trifle. Not a single point of proper etiquette can be lacking.”

Watching her enthusiastic manner, Jiang Xingjian only felt vexed.

She reluctantly changed into a pale yellow one. Even after entering the palace, she remained sullen. Fortunately, after entering Consort Jiang’s Yanqing Palace, Lin Jiayue put on a full smile.

“Commoner Lin Jiayue pays respects to Consort Yun.”

“Rise. Thanks to you, Yi’er was able to keep his life. This palace has yet to properly thank you.”

Jiang Man wore palace attire with an otherworldly air, her features gentle and graceful. Combined with those amorous eyes, Lin Jiayue was utterly charmed by this gentle elder sister.

“Your Ladyship is too kind. Xingjian is also Yue’er’s beloved. To save one’s own beloved…”

Lin Jiayue’s face flushed. “It’s only natural.”

Jiang Man smiled faintly and granted seats to both Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue. In the palace, they enjoyed a family banquet with just the three of them.

During the meal, Lin Jiayue exerted all her skills, greatly pleasing Jiang Man.

“You’re a good girl. Yi’er has wronged you. That ice-making method is truly remarkable. I didn’t expect someone so young to have such ability.”

“It’s merely an ice-making shop. If this commoner wished, I could earn even more silver.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian unconsciously frowned. Jiang Man, however, merely uttered a faint “Oh?”

Lin Jiayue’s face was full of certainty. “It’s not that this commoner is boasting, but if the marquis residence were entrusted to this commoner’s management, within half a year it would certainly turn losses into profits. Businesses like the ice shop—if this commoner wished, opening ten or eight more would be no problem.”

Under the table, Jiang Xingjian’s hands clenched tightly. If Consort Jiang hadn’t been present, he would have stuffed Lin Jiayue’s entire mouth with an osmanthus cake.

Though Jiang Man was his elder sister, once she entered the palace, she became part of the imperial family. Anything connected to imperial power—where was it ever so simple?

Speaking so boastfully today meant that in the future, if the marquis residence could accomplish this, they would need to do even better.

If they couldn’t… their lives would likely be forfeit.

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, filled with increasing regret.

Having her own schemes, Lin Jiayue naturally paid no attention to what Jiang Xingjian was thinking. Only today did she understand that whether love or power, one must fight for them oneself. And Jiang Man was the backing she was securing for herself.

“It’s just a pity that this commoner is insignificant and has no voice in the marquis residence. Even when I see… the mistress’s errors, it’s inappropriate to offer guidance. I can only fret in vain.”

Picking up a piece of candied date, Jiang Xingjian said, “You’ve always loved sweets. Why not taste the imperial kitchen’s craftsmanship?”

Lin Jiayue smiled shyly and grasped Jiang Xingjian’s hand.

“Is that so? What errors has the mistress of the marquis residence made? Why don’t you tell me about them?”

Jiang Man spoke indifferently. Jiang Xingjian only felt his heart grow cold.

“Though this commoner isn’t from a prestigious family, I’m quite knowledgeable. Managing an inner household naturally requires thunderous methods. Only thus can one establish the dignity befitting one in authority. Merely seeking a good and pure reputation leads to being restricted and hampered.”

Jiang Man nodded in agreement. “Seeking empty reputation is undesirable. What you say has some merit.”

After thinking briefly, Jiang Man said, “You’ve also rendered service to the marquis residence. A lowly concubine position is indeed too insulting. Today I’ll write to Mother to elevate you to noble concubine. As for…”

Glancing sideways at Lin Jiayue, Jiang Man said with a smile that wasn’t quite a smile, “If you render great service to the marquis residence in the future, I might petition His Majesty to grant you the position of equal wife.”

Equal wife…

Hearing these two words, Lin Jiayue felt thoroughly refreshed.

The Song residence and Song Wan would surely fall in the future. Yet she couldn’t forget how Song Wan had coldly called her laughable that day.

She wanted to see what expression Song Wan—who had sworn she would be the legitimate wife of the marquis residence for life—would have on the day she became Jiang Xingjian’s equal wife.

“Thank you, Your Ladyship. This commoner will henceforth exert all efforts to assist the marquis residence and assist Your Ladyship.”

Jiang Man smiled gently. “That’s good. The marquis residence cannot be controlled entirely by outsiders…”

“Yi’er, when you return to the residence today, tell Song Wan to let Jiayue manage the household provisions together with her. With the two of them complementing each other, it should be twice as effective.”

Chapter 35: Joint Management
After leaving Yanqing Palace, Jiang Xingjian questioned Lin Jiayue about why she had taken matters into her own hands.

Lin Jiayue, however, replied with a laugh, “Do you not believe I can manage the marquis residence well, or do you not believe I can earn more silver for it?”

“Haven’t you seen the ice shop’s success? Moreover, even Her Ladyship believes in me and has given me five thousand taels of silver to open a new establishment. What do you have to worry about?”

Jiang Xingjian’s face was dark. “Do you know that having taken Her Ladyship’s silver, this business must turn a profit?”

“What business can guarantee it will definitely be profitable? Her Ladyship isn’t such an unreasonable person.”

Smiling as she held onto Jiang Xingjian’s arm, Lin Jiayue said sweetly, “But when I do business, it will surely succeed. Don’t worry.”

Jiang Xingjian shook off Lin Jiayue’s hand and strode away.

This was Jiang Man’s first time meeting her, so she must have found Lin Jiayue clever and intelligent, just as he had initially. But this cleverness couldn’t withstand the test of time. In the marquis residence, if she made mistakes, he would be there to cover for her. But under imperial power, if she made errors, who knew if overturning the entire marquis residence would be sufficient to bear the consequences.

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was ugly. Thinking of Consort Jiang’s words about having Lin Jiayue manage the marquis residence together with Song Wan made him increasingly vexed.

Jiang Man was both his elder sister and the Fifth Prince’s mother. Palace concubines didn’t need to open shops to earn silver, but princes needed powerful maternal families. Now that Consort Jiang had spoken, this household management matter was no longer just a private affair of the marquis residence. He simply couldn’t refuse.

Watching Lin Jiayue clutch the five thousand taels of silver, Jiang Xingjian grew more oppressed.

When the two returned to the marquis residence, Lin Jiayue hurried back to her room to ponder business matters. Jiang Xingjian went to Fuhe Hall with a cold expression.

“Your elder sister has always had a strong personality. Shu’er isn’t even five years old yet, but she’s already moving this quickly. Isn’t she afraid of overreaching?”

Old Madam Jiang half-closed her eyes, slowly fingering the agarwood prayer beads in her hand.

Jiang Xingjian knelt at her side and said in a low voice, “The palace is fraught with danger. Elder sister struggles at every step there. Our household should naturally help where we can. Moreover, now that the imperial consort has issued an order, we cannot disobey.”

“Since childhood, your elder sister has had you firmly under her thumb…”

Old Madam Jiang stood up. Jiang Xingjian quickly rose to support her. He heard Old Madam Jiang say, “It’s good that you siblings support each other, but Man’er has a radical temperament. Back then I disagreed with her entering the palace. If she hadn’t entered the palace, you and Song Wan wouldn’t have come to this state today.”

“With such a virtuous and intelligent girl as Song Wan as your helpmate, combined with your natural abilities and character, you might well have secured another century of glory for the marquis residence. But now you must take desperate risks to grasp that illusory flower in the mirror, moon in the water…”

“I only fear that in the future, you won’t gain wealth and honor but will instead end up covered in blood.”

Jiang Xingjian kept his face rigid, but inwardly thought that matters had reached this point—there was no turning back.

“Enough, enough. Since the marquis residence has been entrusted to you, you make the decisions about household matters. How many more years does this old woman have to live anyway? Better I don’t meddle now, lest I cause discord between you siblings in the future and become the guilty party instead.”

Old Madam Jiang waved her hand, having her senior maid Baozhu escort Jiang Xingjian out.

Only after everyone had left did Old Madam Jiang sigh softly. “Throughout history, countless princes and imperial grandsons have died young. Now, for the sake of a five-year-old child, they’re willing to stake the entire marquis residence against the Song residence. If Song Lan’an knew Jiang Man had become this foolish, he’d probably laugh out loud.”

“Since Old Madam knows it’s inappropriate, why not advise the young master?”

An old servant helped Old Madam Jiang sit down and spoke consoling words in a low voice.

Old Madam Jiang said, “You watched Jiang Man grow up—don’t you know her temperament? Years ago, I merely said she had an arrogant nature and wouldn’t be suitable to marry into a high family as a clan wife. She turned around and seduced the Emperor to enter the palace.”

“Now she wants to interfere in household affairs. If I block Yi’er, it will only make her resentful and gradually distance herself from the marquis residence.”

“She was born of the Jiang family. If something really goes wrong, can the marquis residence truly escape involvement? Better to let Yi’er watch over things—it’s more secure.”

The old servant also sighed. Apart from a few comforting words, she could think of no other solution.

After leaving Old Madam Jiang’s room, Jiang Xingjian went to Lanting Main Courtyard looking troubled.

When he arrived, household servants were reporting accounts to Song Wan. Each one was exceedingly respectful. The account books in their hands were both clear and detailed. Song Wan examined them briefly before smiling and signing the household receipts.

“First Madam, these are this month’s kitchen expenses.”

Song Wan took them and looked through each one. Though the month wasn’t yet complete, several thousand taels of silver remained.

“First Madam manages the household admirably. Everyone in the inner and outer courtyards praises her.”

Old Lady Liang said, “Indeed, indeed. Some days ago when the heat was severe, if First Madam hadn’t prepared cooling mung bean soup for the outer courtyard servants, several would surely be ill by now.”

“Ordinary trifles, not worth mentioning.”

Song Wan rapidly worked her abacus. Seeing that the household regulations she’d previously changed had indeed saved considerable silver, her heart settled somewhat.

“First Madam, regarding the ‘Autumn Moon Over Mountains’ painting you sent to the Sun residence yesterday—how should this expense be recorded?”

Song Wan didn’t even look up. “No need to record it. Consider it my personal gift to Madam Sun.”

“An authentic work by Zhang Shaoqing?”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian stepped forward. The group of steward servants all curtsied. He waved his hand and they fell silent.

“There’s no reason for a woman’s dowry to supplement her husband’s family. I’ll reimburse you for that authentic painting in silver the day after tomorrow.”

“Whatever my husband decides is fine.”

Song Wan smiled faintly at him and lowered her head to continue managing the accounts. Jiang Xingjian thought for a moment, then dismissed those servants and sat before Song Wan.

“Does my husband have something to say?”

“There is indeed something I need to… discuss with you.”

Jiang Xingjian’s brow was tightly furrowed. After thinking for a long time, he still couldn’t speak. Song Wan saw his difficulty and knew it must concern Lin Jiayue. She didn’t press him, only lowered her head to organize the household receipts, having no intention of prying.

After a long while, Jiang Xingjian finally said, “How is the marriage between Jiang Yan and the Sun family progressing?”

“Madam Sun still has some concerns. Though she hasn’t agreed yet, negotiations have progressed considerably. After Miss Sun’s coming-of-age ceremony, it may be settled.”

“What concerns? Jiang Yan and Miss Sun are quite well-matched. The Sun residence shouldn’t refuse this marriage.”

Song Wan said indifferently, “Madam Sun dislikes families where people act outrageously and don’t follow proper conduct. She’s also afraid that a chaotic rear courtyard with many people would implicate Miss Sun.”

“Where in the marquis residence is there…”

Having uttered just a few words, Jiang Xingjian sheepishly closed his mouth.

He had been about to raise the matter of having Lin Jiayue jointly manage the household with Song Wan, but now it was awkward to speak of it.

Even after Song Wan finished settling today’s accounts, Jiang Xingjian still hadn’t stated his purpose.

She felt vaguely uneasy. “Having waited so long, it must be important. Better to speak directly.”

Jiang Xingjian touched his nose and said in a low voice, “I want Jiayue to jointly manage the household with you.”

Chapter 36: Right-Hand Assistant
“I didn’t quite hear what my husband said. Would my husband care to repeat it?”

“I…”

Jiang Xingjian looked up, only to see Song Wan’s clear and bright eyes filled with disappointment.

The latter half of his sentence suddenly stuck in his throat, unable to come out.

But Song Wan was unrelenting for the first time, coldly asking: “What did my husband just say? I didn’t hear it clearly.”

Though her temperament was cool, she had always been gentle and docile—never before had she been so aggressive.

Jiang Xingjian thought it over several times before explaining: “When Lin Jiayue and I entered the palace, Her Ladyship…”

“Jiang Xingjian.”

Song Wan stood up, looking down at him from above, her brows cold as frost: “Do you know what you’re saying?”

“Imperial Consort Jiang met Jiayue and liked her very much. She has elevated her to the rank of noble concubine. Seeing that Jiayue has some clever talents, she suggested that she manage the inner household of the marquis estate together with you. The estate’s affairs are complicated, and having another person can help share some of your burden. There’s nothing improper about this.”

“How wonderfully ‘nothing improper.'”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief, her hands trembling violently.

She was a proper young lady from an official family who had lived for eighteen years without suffering any grievances. Now, having been humiliated by Jiang Xingjian time and again, how could she endure it?

“In all the world, you probably couldn’t find another household where, with three generations of legitimate mistresses present, a concubine is allowed to manage the household affairs. Had I known the marquis estate had such collapsed propriety and disregarded human relations, my Song family would never have formed this marriage alliance.”

“Today I will return the household authority tokens to Old Madam. As for who manages the household in the future, it has nothing to do with me—at least this way, when filthy and rotten matters occur, they won’t be blamed on this daughter of the Song family.”

Song Wan turned to leave. Heng Zhi and Nanny Zhao quickly followed. Heng Wu looked at Jiang Xingjian’s face, which had turned red and green with anger, and spat: “Shameless and immoral.”

The maids and servants in the main courtyard of Lanting dispersed completely in a flurry, leaving only the speechless Jiang Xingjian with his bitter grievances.

“Miss…”

Watching Song Wan take up brush and ink to mark account books as soon as she entered the room, Nanny Zhao felt her nose sting terribly: “Miss, what are you doing? Don’t tell me you’re really going to hand over the household management authority to that little harlot?”

Song Wan’s hand paused, then after a moment quickly resumed her work.

“Compile all the receipts and authority tokens from these days. Xiang Cao, go fetch my dowry inventory.”

“Miss…”

Song Wan’s eyelids reddened as she said quietly: “Does Nanny think Lin Jiayue can manage the marquis estate well?”

“Certainly not. She acts crazily and doesn’t follow rules. Who knows what trouble she’ll cause in the future.”

“Exactly. That’s why I cannot manage the household together with her.”

The knuckles of Song Wan’s hand gripping the brush turned pink-white. She breathed slightly to suppress her agitation.

“Who in the world knows Lin Jiayue? If the marquis estate’s management shows any flaws, all the blame will certainly fall on me, Song Wan. The reputation of all the young ladies of the Song clan cannot be completely ruined by me.”

“But Miss, if Concubine Lin has both the young master’s favor and manages the household affairs, your days ahead will be even harder. How old are you now? Will you have to suffer that little harlot’s abuse for the rest of your life?”

“Nanny need not worry.”

Song Wan forcefully suppressed the thoughts in her heart: “As the saying goes, the higher one climbs, the harder one falls.”

“This matter was spoken by Imperial Consort Jiang—the marquis estate will not refuse. If I stubbornly hold onto the household management, it would instead arouse suspicion. Better to hand it over and test whether Lin Jiayue truly has the talent for household management.”

“Just because she opened one or two shops, everyone thinks she has great talent. If I don’t let her try, people will instead remember her merits. And no matter how well I do, others will still think Lin Jiayue could do better.”

“I’m giving her this opportunity. Whether she can grasp it depends on her.”

Song Wan pressed down her trembling hands in anger and took out her dowry inventory to mark and check: “Aside from these bedding, fabrics, furniture, and ornaments I’ve selected that should remain untouched, have all the medicinal materials, silver, fields, and shops sent to my elder brother.”

“What is Miss doing?”

“Tell elder brother to purchase all the shops in the capital that he can, even if it’s ten to twenty percent above market price.”

Though Nanny Zhao still didn’t understand, she began taking action.

Song Wan pulled out another list containing all the precious jewelry given to her by Consort Yun.

Items bestowed by the palace could not be privately sold, and she was reluctant to part with them anyway. After examining them briefly, Song Wan casually set them aside.

Managing a household was no easy task. Lin Jiayue was a person with small talents who had not seen the great Way of the gentleman. Letting her take charge—within three months the marquis estate would certainly fall into chaos. She had to prepare for herself in advance.

After organizing everything properly, Song Wan had Heng Zhi carry the box of household authority tokens and account books to accompany her to Fuhe Hall. Passing by the embroidery couch, she glanced at the eight wooden carvings placed on top, casually picked one up, and tossed it out the window.

In Fuhe Hall, both Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang were present. Seeing Song Wan arrive carrying account books, they both sighed slightly.

“Good child, you’ve been wronged.”

Song Wan smiled: “What grievance is there? Now that my husband has returned to the estate, Wan’er only has blessings to enjoy—where are these grievances?”

Old Madam Jiang pressed her lips together silently. Madam Jiang’s face flushed red with embarrassment.

“Grandmother.”

Song Wan turned back to see Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue entering together. Lin Jiayue gave her a sweet smile, then gently paid respects to Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang.

Song Wan’s gaze was indifferent as she had Heng Zhi place the account books on the table.

“Even Imperial Consort Jiang, far away in the palace, knows that your granddaughter-in-law manages the household poorly. Wan’er truly feels deeply ashamed. Since there are capable people in the estate, Wan’er is happy to yield to the worthy.”

Looking at the smug Lin Jiayue, Old Madam Jiang felt a knot of anger stuck in her chest, making her extremely uncomfortable.

If only this thing truly had talent, that would be one matter…

“What nonsense are you speaking?”

Madam Jiang frowned tightly: “How can there be such a thing as bypassing three generations of legitimate mistresses to let a concubine manage the household? If word of this gets out, people will think all the legitimate women of our marquis estate have died.”

A vein throbbed on Jiang Xingjian’s forehead. Old Madam Jiang sighed deeply.

“I’m not unaware of the situation in the estate. Wan’er, you manage the household excellently. You need not mind what outsiders say.”

Madam Jiang took Song Wan’s hand: “Mother knows your suffering, but the estate is in difficulty now. This is absolutely not the time for you to be willful.”

“It’s not that Wan’er is being willful…”

“Enough.”

Old Madam Jiang spoke up to interrupt. She raised her hand to beckon Song Wan closer, speaking earnestly: “Grandmother understands all your concerns. Your mother has one point correct—you know the difficulties the estate faces. Even if not for others, just for the sake of grandmother treating you like her own granddaughter these six years, you cannot abandon the marquis estate.”

Song Wan’s heart ached. Looking at Old Madam Jiang’s temples full of white hair, she felt reluctant.

These years, the old madam had indeed treated her extremely well. She could always distinguish between genuine and false affection.

“Grandmother is advanced in years and cannot handle the exertion of these trivial matters. There’s no reason for a household to have two masters managing affairs, but Her Ladyship has given an edict that we cannot refuse.”

Old Madam Jiang said to Jiang Xingjian: “The estate should still be managed by Wan’er. As for Concubine Lin… let her observe from the side, assist Wan’er, and serve as her right-hand assistant.”

Hearing this, Madam Jiang nodded: “This is excellent. Concubine Lin can be of some use. In the future, working together with Wan’er to find more businesses like the ice shop will also help resolve the marquis estate’s urgent needs.”

Chapter 37: Selling Shops
Song Wan lowered her eyes: “Wan’er understands.”

Jiang Xingjian’s heart relaxed, truly fearing that Song Wan would actually abandon the estate’s affairs entirely and hand everything over to Lin Jiayue.

With the matter of household management settled, apart from Song Wan, only Lin Jiayue was dissatisfied with this outcome.

She had many ideas in her mind. If she was merely helping Song Wan, wouldn’t all the credit in the future be attributed to Song Wan?

After thinking it over briefly, Lin Jiayue lost interest, but fortunately she knew she couldn’t be too hasty. She could only take it step by step, calculating carefully and proceeding slowly.

Thinking that in just a few days she had risen from lowly concubine to noble concubine, Lin Jiayue smiled with satisfaction, her eyes full of delight.

“The estate is busy, so Wan’er will take her leave first.”

After paying respects to Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang, Song Wan withdrew from Fuhe Hall. Lin Jiayue watched her retreating figure with a slight smile, preparing to follow but was grabbed by Jiang Xingjian.

When the two left Fuhe Hall, Lin Jiayue blinked: “Why are you holding me back?”

“The estate’s affairs all follow established procedures. Normally you needn’t worry about much, but the shops outside the estate require your careful attention.”

Jiang Xingjian held Lin Jiayue back, his face grave: “The capital bestowed by Imperial Consort Jiang must ensure steady profits without losses. Do you understand the importance of this?”

“Don’t worry, how could I not know?”

Lin Jiayue raised her eyebrows with a smile, holding onto Jiang Xingjian’s arm with great confidence: “I’ve already thought about what to do.”

“Do you know whose money in this world is easiest to earn?”

“Women and children. So I want to open a cosmetics shop with women’s clothing and jewelry of all kinds available inside. The silver will surely flow in like water.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian relaxed somewhat: “As long as you have a plan, if you need me to allocate one or two stewards from the estate’s accounting office for you.”

“That would be good.”

Though she also wanted to grasp the marquis estate’s authority, Imperial Consort Jiang’s assignment was far more important than the marquis estate, so Lin Jiayue devoted all her energy to the business outside the estate.

Song Wan was happy that she wasn’t hovering around her, continuing to handle the estate’s various affairs as before.

“Miss…”

Nanny Zhao had just returned from the outer courtyard. Today she had gone to see the wife of the steward from Song Wan’s dowry estate.

Though a woman married, she always had some fields, estates, and shops in her dowry that needed managing, so naturally there were stewards and women servants walking about outside handling these matters.

“Nanny has returned?”

Nanny Zhao assented, then leaned forward to whisper: “Miss, Embroidered Smoke Pavilion bought that shop you hung under the young master’s name some days ago.”

“How much silver?”

Nanny Zhao said: “Twelve thousand taels.”

“I don’t know what’s happened in the capital recently. Ever since Miss had the young master purchase shops, shop fronts in the capital suddenly became scarce. Originally four or five thousand taels could buy a decent one, but now you can’t even enter the main streets.”

“There are others buying shop fronts?”

“Yes, we couldn’t find out who, only that the master behind them is surnamed Xiao.”

Song Wan frowned slightly, unable for the moment to think of which household in the capital was surnamed Xiao.

Since she couldn’t think of it, she let it go. She took the box Nanny Zhao handed her and casually looked through the banknotes inside. Besides the ten-odd thousand taels from selling the shop, there was also income from the estate—altogether totaling just over thirteen thousand taels.

“Didn’t I say to send this silver to elder brother?”

“The young master said to let Miss keep it yourself.”

“The young master also said…”

Nanny Zhao paused slightly: “The young master told Miss not to do such things in the future, as it will damage your relationship with your husband.”

Song Wan smiled faintly and said nothing.

She pulled out her dowry inventory and tapped lightly on the three shops newly purchased in recent days: “Which one was sold?”

“The one in the south of the city.”

“How could it have increased so much in only half a month?”

This shop had only cost her over four thousand taels, yet in just over ten days it had tripled in value—truly strange.

Nanny Zhao said: “According to Auntie Lang, the steward surnamed Xiao, the day after Miss began buying shops, spread word that he wanted to purchase shop fronts in the capital at high prices. That shop in your dowry has now risen to six or seven thousand taels. Who knows which family inadvertently helped Miss.”

“Originally when Miss was quietly buying shops, people were already speculating that shop prices would rise. When this Master Xiao made a great clamor about wanting to buy at high prices, one thing led to another and those who had shops in hand didn’t dare sell, fearing the government had some new plan.”

“Now all the capital is saying that shops will greatly increase in value in the future. If the young master hadn’t seen that continued increases would be beyond what the marquis estate could afford, he wouldn’t have agreed to sell.”

Hearing this, Song Wan couldn’t help but laugh: “Elder brother is considerate of me.”

Nanny Zhao sighed: “As soon as the young master heard it was Concubine Lin wanting to buy a shop for business, he was furious, which is why he…”

Seeing the chaos in the marquis estate, Nanny Zhao also had a bellyful of anger. If Jiang Xingjian weren’t too bullying, she wouldn’t have had Miss take this risky move.

“If people knew this shop came from Miss’s hands, I fear it would stir up other troubles.”

“It won’t.”

She trusted her elder brother.

Having earned eight thousand taels in just half a month, Song Wan was truly in good spirits. She gathered up the banknotes: “Send this silver to elder brother and tell him I have another matter to trouble him with.”

“Additionally, aside from the dowry shops originally given by the estate, sell all the others purchased while prices are high now.”

“Won’t Miss wait for the shop prices to rise further?”

Song Wan held her brush, pondering briefly before shaking her head: “If one truly wanted to buy shops, they wouldn’t announce it so openly and loudly. This person seems to be deliberately helping me.”

“Since it’s uncertain and I have no ability to manage so many shop fronts, better to sell them off early.”

Nanny Zhao thought about it and felt what her Miss said made sense. She nodded, organized all the documents properly, and carried the box out.

Heng Zhi was grinding ink on the side, calculating quietly: “Imperial Consort Jiang gave Concubine Lin five thousand taels of silver, and the marquis estate only has twenty to thirty thousand taels that can be used. How could the young master agree to spend so much silver for Concubine Lin to buy a shop? Just one shop front costs this much—can this business even expand?”

Song Wan said: “This shop must be bought whether she likes it or not. Whether Lin Jiayue’s business can bring in gold daily as she claims is yet unknown, but the shop’s value won’t change. Once Jiang Xingjian buys this shop, he will certainly present it to Imperial Consort Jiang in the future.”

“If Lin Jiayue can earn silver, all is well. If she can’t, this will be Lin Jiayue’s life-buying money.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi felt a bellyful of frustration.

Her Miss exhausted herself helping the marquis estate save thirty to fifty taels of small change, yet Jiang Xingjian spent lavishly to clean up Lin Jiayue’s mess and pave her way forward—how could this not infuriate people?

“Miss…”

“Hm?”

Song Wan looked up to see Heng Zhi’s eyes bright and shining: “Concubine Lin wants to open a cosmetics shop, right? Why doesn’t Miss also open a cosmetics shop and prevent her from doing business in the capital? Since she dares to boast so wildly, she should also taste the bitter fruit of overpromising.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled: “Silly Heng Zhi, why go to such trouble?”

Chapter 38: Matchmaking
Song Wan casually pulled out “Essential Techniques for the Peasantry” and “Arcane Essentials from the Imperial Library,” turning to the page on making lip rouge: “Cinnabar, lithospermum, and safflower are all main ingredients for cosmetics. Find a merchant from elsewhere and have him loudly announce he’s buying these items at high prices.”

“How much should he buy?”

Song Wan returned the books to the bookshelf: “Make a great clamor about it, but buy only small quantities of high quality.”

“Miss is so clever.”

“But Miss, won’t doing this incur Imperial Consort Jiang’s displeasure? If your husband finds out…”

“Even if I don’t do these things, would Imperial Consort Jiang be satisfied with me?”

Song Wan smiled faintly and continued working her abacus.

Hearing this, Heng Zhi realized she had asked unnecessarily. Her Miss had been widowed for six years, yet when she first entered the palace, Imperial Consort Jiang wouldn’t even see her. Since even the most basic courtesy wasn’t maintained, why should her Miss continue to endure?

“This servant will find Nanny Zhao and have her handle this matter as well.”

As she headed out, Heng Zhi encountered Concubine Zhou and the marquis estate’s Third Miss coming to find Song Wan. After paying respects, she had Xiang Cao receive the two into the room.

Song Wan was somewhat surprised to see Concubine Zhou and Jiang Jing, as these two were so quiet in the marquis estate that she had almost forgotten about Concubine Zhou.

“First Madam, I’ve come today because there’s something I’d like to ask you to help evaluate.”

Concubine Zhou smiled, revealing two shallow dimples on her face. Her features were beautiful, her speech unhurried, giving a very gentle impression.

Jiang Jing also wore a shy expression. The young girl was at the prime age of fourteen or fifteen when her appearance was most striking—a pair of peach blossom eyes alluring and tender, but still pure and unblemished due to her youth. Her fair skin was as captivating as bright pearls and beautiful jade. When she smiled at people, a pair of shallow dimples appeared and disappeared on her face, naturally evoking a sense of intimacy.

Song Wan rose to offer seats to the two. Concubine Zhou declined politely and sat on an embroidered stool facing west, while Jiang Jing stood obediently behind her.

Seeing this conduct, Song Wan knew these two were proper and respectful.

“Concubine is half an elder to Wan’er. What need is there to speak of requesting favors? If you have something to say, speak plainly. We’re family—why be so formal?”

Concubine Zhou smiled: “It’s about Jing’er. She’s fourteen this year.”

Hearing this, Song Wan understood Concubine Zhou’s purpose. After having Xiang Cao take Jiang Jing to play in the courtyard, she asked: “Has Concubine come about Third Sister’s marriage?”

“Exactly.”

Concubine Zhou nodded: “To be honest, Jing’er’s marriage… is truly a weight on my heart.”

The old marquis had died suddenly, and she only had Jiang Jing as a daughter with no sons to support her. Life for mother and daughter in the estate was very difficult.

Her nature was weak. In her youth she had been thoroughly suppressed by Concubine Liu. Now that the old marquis was gone, she was controlled by several shrewd servants who managed the inner quarters.

If not for Old Madam and Madam being relatively kind, she truly didn’t know how she would survive.

Fortunately, Song Wan had recently dismissed that shrewd servant’s family from the estate, allowing her and Jiang Xing a few comfortable days.

Concubine Zhou thought it over and didn’t dare approach Madam Jiang to mention Jiang Jing’s marriage. First, she was somewhat afraid of Madam Jiang. Second, she understood Madam Jiang’s temperament somewhat—she wouldn’t put her heart into finding a husband’s family for Jing’er.

After much deliberation, she finally gathered courage to bring Jiang Jing to seek out Song Wan.

“Jing’er is grown now. If we delay further, I fear we won’t be able to arrange a good family. So I wanted to ask First Madam to help evaluate prospects.”

As Concubine Zhou spoke, she took out a red velvet box from her bosom and shyly handed it to Song Wan. Her face flushed red as she stammered: “I know First Madam has seen many fine things, but this… is my sincere token.”

Song Wan’s heart ached. She opened the red velvet box.

Inside lay a pearl hairpin—genuine imperial pearls, not only lustrous but beautifully shaped, with a faint pink tinge. Unfortunately these pearls were only fingernail-sized. With such quality, even Heng Zhi and Heng Wu wouldn’t normally regard them highly.

But Song Wan looked at it with great affection, took it out, and had Concubine Zhou help her put it on.

“Just for such a beautiful hairpin, I will certainly find Third Sister a good husband’s family. But I don’t know what kind Concubine Zhou is looking for?”

Concubine Zhou thought for a moment: “I’m not particular about family background or status. Most important is that his character and temperament be good. Jing’er’s nature is like mine—somewhat timid. With this temperament she cannot take charge of a household. If possible, please help find a younger son in an established family. Even if he’s somewhat older or the family somewhat poor, it doesn’t matter.”

Song Wan’s heart softened, knowing Concubine Zhou truly loved Jiang Jing.

“Concubine may rest assured. Leave Third Sister’s marriage to me.”

Concubine Zhou expressed endless gratitude, holding Song Wan’s hands for a long time before reluctantly leaving Lanting Courtyard.

Song Wan touched the pearl hairpin on her head and sighed softly.

Concubine Zhou reminded her of her own mother. Had mother been alive, she would have carefully arranged everything for her just like this.

“Miss, what are you looking for? Let this servant do it.”

When Heng Zhi returned, she found Song Wan half-crouching to search through the rosewood cabinet. She helped Song Wan up, seeing her holding several bolts of fabric: “Is Miss making new clothes?”

“Looking for Third Sister.”

Thinking of what Concubine Zhou and Jiang Jing had been wearing earlier, Song Wan added: “Go to my jewelry box and take two sets of gold filigree gemstone accessories. Send them to Third Sister’s room along with this fabric. She and her mother rarely leave their courtyard. I don’t know what they lack or need, but I imagine their days are difficult.”

Heng Zhi nodded and directed a second-rank maid in the courtyard to deliver them.

After finishing her tasks, Song Wan began looking through a register of capital city aristocratic families. She actually thought there was someone quite suitable for Jiang Jing.

“Heng Zhi, do you know the Lan family of Cangzhou?”

“This servant knows. The Lan family was originally an official family but later became implicated in some matter and had their official position stripped by the late emperor. However, the previous generation’s family head was said to have considerable business talent. Now their business has grown very large and they’re quite prosperous.”

Song Wan nodded: “The Lan family was originally an official family with very proper household customs, not calculating about profit and loss like ordinary merchants. Moreover, the clan’s young men are of decent character. I intend to propose Jing’er to the Lan family.”

“If this servant remembers correctly, they have a concubine-born male of high generation who only recently came of age and has not yet married. He has some connection with the young master. Has Miss taken a liking to this person?”

“Yes, I remember elder brother mentioned this person a few times—someone with some talent. The Lan family is wealthy and prosperous. Since he’s of high generation and carries no burdens, if Jing’er marries into the family she can directly become the family head’s aunt and enjoy blessings.”

“Miss is truly thinking of Third Miss’s welfare. Third Miss is blessed.”

Song Wan smiled faintly: “Who could disappoint Concubine Zhou’s motherly devotion?”

“Grind ink for me. I need to send a card to the Lan family matriarch to see if we can settle the marriage between that Uncle Lan and Jing’er.”

Just as she was enthusiastically writing the invitation, Jiang Xingjian entered. Seeing him, Heng Zhi’s smile vanished entirely. She paid perfunctory respects and silently departed.

Song Wan looked at Jiang Xingjian. Her earlier good mood evaporated completely, even her brushstrokes becoming somewhat stilted.

Chapter 39: Letting Go
Though her movements weren’t obvious, Jiang Xingjian could still sense a trace of unwelcome.

He pressed his lips together slightly but had to forcefully suppress the displeasure in his heart.

“I encountered Concubine Zhou and Jiang Jing in the courtyard. Did they come about some matter?”

“Concubine Zhou came about Third Sister’s marriage. Now that Third Sister has reached the proper age, this marriage should be put on the agenda.”

Jiang Xingjian nodded: “Do you have someone in mind?”

“The Lan family of Cangzhou has a concubine-born son of quite high generation. This person has some connection with my elder brother. I was thinking of sending someone to inquire whether he’s already betrothed.”

Hearing mention of the Lan family of Cangzhou, Jiang Xingjian thought briefly and knew this match would be excellent.

The Lan family had proper household customs. Though their ancestors had once been demoted, the clan was prosperous. Moreover, he had heard of the person Song Wan mentioned—someone steady and reliable in his conduct.

However, this person was said to have a somewhat unruly character, which was why his marriage had remained unsettled all these years.

“The Lan family head has a legitimate son who only recently passed childhood this year. This son is said to be extremely talented with considerable gifts. Combined with the Lan family’s immense wealth, his future achievements will likely be considerable.”

Song Wan smiled faintly: “With strict household customs naturally come excellent young men. The Lan family’s return to court is only a matter of time.”

Jiang Xingjian silently agreed, knowing in his heart this match couldn’t be more suitable.

If they could truly form a marriage alliance with a wealthy clan like the Lan family, it would only benefit the two in the palace.

“Then I’ll trouble my wife with this.”

Song Wan smiled faintly and continued writing her letter to Madam Lan. After having Lv Zhu deliver it, she inquired why Jiang Xingjian had come today.

“Nothing major. It’s just that today I submitted a memorial requesting to inherit the title. Once the title comes through, I’ll have to trouble my wife to manage the inner household affairs even more.”

Hearing this, Song Wan lowered her eyes without speaking.

If Jiang Xingjian inherited the title, she would not only need to manage the inner household but also deal with the various madams of the capital’s families. If this were before, it would be one thing, but now with Lin Jiayue standing in the middle, she truly felt impatient.

“Besides this, there’s another matter. Sun Liang, Director Sun of the Bureau of Operations in the Ministry of War, was promoted today to Vice Director.”

“Miss Sun’s paternal uncle?”

Jiang Xingjian said: “Exactly.”

“From this we can see His Majesty is indeed preparing to promote and employ the Sun family. Moreover, three or four families came today to propose marriage, but it’s said Madam Sun turned them all away. It seems the Sun family has agreed to the marriage alliance with the marquis estate.”

“Among the many aristocratic young men of the capital, Second Master is quite outstanding. The Sun family should have at least this much discernment.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian raised his eyebrows. Seeing Song Wan’s face remain indifferent and not particularly earnest, he finally suppressed the indescribable hint of sourness in his heart.

“Madam Sun sent you a gift.”

Xiang Cao came in carrying a large woven basket. Seeing Jiang Xingjian present, she paid respects perfunctorily before placing the item in front of Song Wan. Song Wan picked up the small note on top, opened it, glanced at it a few times, and smiled: “It seems our household will have a happy occasion soon.”

She casually handed the note to Jiang Xingjian and opened the basket.

Inside were pieces of thousand-layer cake. As soon as the lid was removed, the fragrance of rice filled the air.

Song Wan cheerfully picked up a piece and took a light bite, then pointed at Xiang Cao to have her distribute pieces to everyone in the room.

Jiang Xingjian accepted a piece of thousand-layer cake but held it in his hand without moving.

Even after returning to Embroidered Smoke Pavilion, the scene of Song Wan taking small bites of the thousand-layer cake continued to circle in his mind.

Jiang Xingjian smiled wryly and took up his brush to write a letter to Jiang Man.

The marriage between Jiang Yan and the Sun family was already the best choice the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate could make at present.

Though the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate held a title, they ultimately had no real power. And Jiang Man’s status as Imperial Consort was both good and bad for the marquis estate.

Without Jiang Man, Jiang Yan’s marriage prospects could perhaps reach even higher. But as relatives of an Imperial Prince by marriage, the marquis estate’s marriage alliances couldn’t be chosen from any higher stations.

After some thought, Jiang Xingjian also included in his letter Song Wan’s high regard for the Lan family of Cangzhou.

After Lin Jiayue finished arranging the cosmetics shop with the stewards, she came to find Jiang Xingjian. Seeing him writing to Jiang Man, she asked what he was writing.

Jiang Xingjian answered casually. Hearing this, Lin Jiayue said: “From what you say, both the Sun family and Lan family are quite good. But why would Song Wan be so kindhearted? Can’t she see the future situation between the Jiang and Song households?”

Jiang Xingjian frowned slightly: “Marriage relationships are deeply intertwined. Whether the Sun family or Lan family, both have some connection to the Song household. Moreover, regardless of how the Jiang and Song households develop in the future, she is still the principal wife of the marquis estate now and wouldn’t make trouble over such important matters.”

“Is that so?”

Lin Jiayue pouted, her eyes showing disdain.

She had long tired of hearing Jiang Xingjian’s words about Song Wan being sensible and everything about her being good.

“Didn’t Song Wan live as a widow behind closed doors in the marquis estate for six years? How is it she knows both Madam Sun and Madam Lan? Don’t tell me that even during her widowhood she wasn’t idle and was out socializing all day?”

Seeing Lin Jiayue’s words becoming increasingly unpleasant, Jiang Xingjian felt impatient: “How many households are there in the capital? These families have been on good terms for generations. It’s no exaggeration to say every family has kinship connections. You weren’t born into an aristocratic family, so naturally you don’t understand.”

“Are you looking down on my origins?”

Too lazy to deal with her unreasonable pestering, Jiang Xingjian had someone send the letter into the palace, then asked about the cosmetics shop.

“You can rest assured. I handle matters most reliably. In another half month the shop renovation will be complete. You and Imperial Consort Jiang just wait to collect the silver.”

Lin Jiayue looked completely confident, which finally put Jiang Xingjian’s mind at ease.

The scene of Song Wan holding the thousand-layer cake floated through his mind again. Jiang Xingjian pinched the bridge of his nose, driving that graceful figure from his thoughts. When he looked up again, he saw Lin Jiayue helping him tidy the clutter on his desk.

He sighed softly and pulled her hand, drawing her into his embrace.

“I’m sorry.”

He had been too impatient with her. Jiang Xingjian couldn’t bear it.

He was the one who had pulled her into this vortex. How innocent was Lin Jiayue? He couldn’t tolerate himself using a girl whose heart was full of him, only for his own purposes. He didn’t want to and couldn’t become a petty person who would use women by any means necessary.

Holding Lin Jiayue tightly, Jiang Xingjian’s suspended heart settled somewhat.

“It’s alright. I know you’re troubled.”

Lin Jiayue murmured: “I know you have me in your heart, and I know you have Song Wan in your heart too. But I’m not afraid. I can wait. As long as you continue to firmly choose me as you do now, we can definitely walk steadily forward together.”

Jiang Xingjian valued relationships deeply—she knew this. If not for this, she wouldn’t have fallen in love with this man.

Childhood sweethearts’ love couldn’t withstand trials. The Song Wan that Jiang Xingjian loved was his beautiful fantasy of first love in his heart, while she herself was the one by his side.

Lin Jiayue didn’t believe she couldn’t compare to an inner household woman with no experience. She had confidence in herself.

“Love needs to be nurtured. As long as our two hearts are together, everything will get better and better.”

Lin Jiayue smiled and stood on tiptoe to kiss Jiang Xingjian’s chin. Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian lowered his head slightly and kissed her deeply on the lips.

Jiayue was right. As long as their two hearts were in one place, he would eventually let go of Song Wan.

Chapter 40: Poisoning
This year’s summer was exceptionally hot. Lin Jiayue’s ice shop’s income grew day by day. Silver poured into the marquis estate like flowing water, causing Madam Jiang and Old Madam Jiang to view her in a new light.

These past few days during morning and evening greetings, Jiang Xingjian had brought Lin Jiayue along. Previously Madam Jiang would still make occasional remarks, but these days she simply pretended not to see.

“Jiayue’s cosmetics shop is about to open. She’s selected several names for Old Madam to review.”

Jiang Xingjian took out a red card and handed it to Baozhu. Old Madam Jiang directly pushed it to Madam Jiang: “You choose one.”

Song Wan sat to the side as if everything had nothing to do with her, only holding a round fan and fanning quietly. Yet in her heart she found it quite strange.

She had Nanny Zhao watch the movements of Lin Jiayue’s cosmetics shop but hadn’t seen her purchase any medicinal materials related to cosmetics formulas, nor had she produced any formulas. How could the shop be ready to open?

“This ‘Radiant Beauty Studio’ is quite good. At a glance you can tell what it’s for. What do you think, Wan’er?”

Madam Jiang handed over the list of names. Song Wan glanced at it briefly and smiled: “What mother has chosen is naturally excellent.”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue smiled, her eyes showing some confidence.

These past days she and Jiang Xingjian had been as sweet as honey mixed with oil—nothing could be sweeter. Now looking at Song Wan, she didn’t find her as displeasing as before. Moreover, the better her relationship with Jiang Xingjian, the more she felt Song Wan was pitiable.

Recalling how Madam Jiang had sent items to her courtyard multiple times these days, Lin Jiayue didn’t mind Song Wan choosing the name for her shop.

“Since mother thinks it’s good, then Yue’er will use the name Radiant Beauty Studio.”

The word “mother” made Song Wan raise her eyebrows. She saw that though Jiang Xingjian frowned slightly, he didn’t speak up to stop it. Meanwhile Madam Jiang and Old Madam Jiang acted as if they hadn’t heard at all. She couldn’t help but laugh coldly in her heart.

The rules of this marquis estate were collapsing more and more severely.

Seeing this, the others who had come to pay respects all lowered their heads, not daring to look at Song Wan. Only Jiang Yan’s brows were tightly locked in an angry expression.

Song Wan had no intention of wasting time here. After greeting Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang, she left Fuhe Hall with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu.

“Miss, this…”

“We’ll discuss it after returning.”

When the group returned to Lanting Courtyard, Heng Zhi said: “What exactly do Old Madam and Madam mean by this? Just because Concubine Lin has earned some silver, she can directly address Madam as mother? Has the marquis estate truly fallen so low? For some vulgar money they can forget even rules and proper relations?”

“Don’t speak of this. What about that cosmetics shop? I haven’t heard that she acquired any formulas. How is the shop ready to open in just these few days?”

“This servant doesn’t know either. This servant will go find Nanny Zhao.”

When Nanny Zhao returned, Song Wan was staring out the window lost in thought. Seeing this, she said with heartache: “Miss, this old servant had people watch for several days. That little harlot truly hasn’t purchased any raw materials.”

“Forget it. When her shop opens, have someone buy some items back for me to examine.”

Song Wan had originally wanted to see how Lin Jiayue’s cosmetics shop would operate, but unexpectedly, before she could send someone to purchase anything, a young maid from Embroidered Smoke Pavilion brought over a large box of cosmetics and powders.

“Reporting to First Madam, this is what my mistress had this servant deliver, saying it’s for First Madam and the elder sisters of the main courtyard to enjoy.”

The young maid opened the red velvet box. Song Wan saw that inside were boxes within boxes, cases within cases—extremely elaborate.

The largest and most precious box among them was made of golden silk sandalwood. When opened, inside was a complete set of cosmetics and powders, with seven or eight different colors of lip rouge alone.

Even more different from before, whether the boxes containing the powders or the pure gold filigree bottles containing the lip rouge, all were extremely luxurious.

Imperial pearls and colored gems were inlaid on top. The craftsmanship was so exquisite and complex that even Song Wan had to admit these items were truly eye-catching.

“These portions are for Elder Sisters Heng Zhi and Heng Wu.”

After opening what appeared to be the most precious set, the young maid successively opened several relatively ordinary sets. The craftsmanship inside these sets wasn’t as luxurious as Song Wan’s, but both the boxes used and the bottles themselves were still quite extraordinary.

“My mistress says this set for First Madam is called ‘Face Cleansing.’ This powder has effects of repairing dull skin and lightening spots for whitening. The set for the elder sisters is called ‘Youth Retention,’ which has the effects of…”

The young girl spoke endlessly. Song Wan stepped forward and picked up the most eye-catching gold filigree powder box, opened it, and brought it to her nose for a light sniff.

A rich fragrance made her furrow her brows slightly.

It wasn’t unpleasant, but she had always preferred subtle elegance and didn’t much like this scent.

Extending her fingertip to pinch a small amount, Song Wan applied it to the back of her hand.

The powder was delicate and translucent, smooth and fair on the skin, very well-suited.

“It’s a good item.”

Hearing this, the young maid beamed with joy: “It is indeed a good item. My mistress says this set for First Madam costs six hundred sixty taels of silver, and currently there are only twenty sets in all the capital. Even the sets for the elder sisters each require the high price of two hundred taels. In the entire marquis estate, aside from the maids in Old Madam’s and Madam’s chambers, only Elder Sister Heng Zhi and the others have them.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi stepped forward and picked up the set that belonged to her, handing it to the young maid: “Since you like it, I’ll give you mine.”

The young girl refused in panic but was coaxed by Heng Zhi into leaving with it.

Seeing this, Song Wan smiled: “Since it was given to you, why not just keep it?”

“This servant doesn’t care for her things.”

Heng Wu, Xiang Cao, and others, seeing this, also took the sets that belonged to them and distributed them one by one to the lowly serving maids in the courtyard.

“A gentleman does not recommend people based on their words alone, nor dismiss words based on the person. The same should be true for these items.”

Song Wan smiled: “If they’re good, use them. Why quarrel with material things?”

Xiang Cao said: “No matter how good the items are, if they came from that little harlot, this servant doesn’t care for them.”

Song Wan was helpless and let them be.

She herself pondered over the cosmetics and powders Lin Jiayue had sent.

According to what the young maid said, Lin Jiayue’s cosmetics shop wasn’t opened on a whim but after careful consideration. That whole spiel about lightening spots and whitening was delivered with great conviction—presumably formulas dug up from somewhere.

Song Wan opened the powder box again and sniffed carefully, but still couldn’t figure out anything.

“No wonder Nanny Zhao didn’t hear about her purchasing activities. She must have been extremely careful to keep the formulas secret, not revealing the slightest hint.”

Hearing this, Nanny Zhao said: “We underestimated that little harlot. She’s actually quite scheming.”

Master and servant were studying the powders and cosmetics when Lv Zhu hurried over pulling one of the courtyard’s lowest-ranking maids.

“Miss…”

Lv Zhu’s face was deathly pale: “Miss, Concubine Lin of Embroidered Smoke Pavilion wants to harm you. This powder contains poison.”

Song Wan saw Lv Zhu thrust the little maid’s hand before her. Where the powder had been applied was pitch black.

Chapter 41: Lead Powder
The little maid said in a panic, “This servant hasn’t done anything. Just now, Sister Lv Zhu gave this servant a box of face powder. This servant found it quite lovely and tried a bit on the back of my hand. Who knew that after a while, it would turn black in patches. This servant knows nothing else.”

Lv Zhu said in confusion, “Miss, what exactly is going on? Could it be that Concubine Lin harbors evil intentions and wants to ruin your complexion?”

Song Wan shook her head. “That doesn’t seem right.”

Lin Jiayue had plenty of petty schemes, but she couldn’t be called a truly wicked villain. Song Wan didn’t believe she had the courage to disfigure or kill people.

“Bring over the remaining face powder.”

Nanny Zhao arranged the unsent powder from the room in a row on the table. Song Wan ignored Lv Zhu’s attempts to stop her and rubbed each one on the back of her hand to carefully examine them. After a long while, she frowned and said, “This should be lead powder.”

“Lead powder?”

Nanny Zhao was quite surprised. “This substance was very popular before the previous dynasty, but this old servant remembers that no one has used it for a long time.”

Lv Zhu didn’t understand. “What is lead powder?”

Song Wan said, “Lead powder is also called ceruse. It’s white and fine, with a lustrous quality. Both the ‘Yu Dong Xu Lu’ and the ‘Compendium of Materia Medica’ have records. Songyang produces lead, and many residents manufacture lead powder. The lead vapors are poisonous…”

Taking several books from the bookshelf in the room, Song Wan examined them carefully. After a long while, she said to everyone, “The previous dynasty produced a deranged Taoist priest. In his work ‘Anonymous Dan Formulas,’ he wrote ‘Lead powder, also called ceruse,’ and lead is a hot poison. If women use it long-term, it will not only make their skin extremely coarse, but over time it will even turn it a grayish-blue color.”

“The ‘Compendium of Materia Medica’ and ‘Compendium of Materia Medica Supplement’ also have records that the vapors of lead and vinegar are poisonous, capable of melting human muscles and bones, and its nature is dry and fierce… Young and old fumigated by the poison will often waste away with yellow complexions, become paralyzed and withered, and die.”

Song Wan pinched the gold silk powder box in her hand, her brow deeply furrowed. “This thing disappeared quite a few years ago. I’ve only seen scattered mentions in some local gazetteers. Before the previous dynasty, lead powder was popular—one box could even sell for a hundred taels of gold and still be in short supply. But since ‘Anonymous Dan Formulas’ came out, this thing disappeared without a trace. I don’t know where Lin Jiayue found a formula for making lead powder.”

“Ah, this old servant remembers something.”

Nanny Zhao clapped her hands suddenly. “That little harlot probably didn’t find some formula, but rather found a workshop somewhere that manufactures these things.”

“Earlier, when you had this old servant arrange for people to investigate what that little harlot received, those who came back only reported that the steward she sent out has been hovering around Yanshan Street all day. That area isn’t clean, so this old servant didn’t inquire closely. Now thinking about it, that little harlot probably has a black heart and liver, using the low-grade craftsmen from Yanshan Street who make rouge and powder for courtesans to make things for Huanyan Studio.”

Song Wan frowned, murmuring, “Using the most luxurious powder boxes to contain the cheapest, most harmful lead powder—naturally it can yield enormous profits. She doesn’t even need to hire a master craftsman.”

“But…”

Did Jiang Xingjian know about Lin Jiayue’s methods?

This kind of cunning, opportunistic way of doing things—was it really something the Jiang Xingjian she knew would agree to?

Song Wan clutched the gold silk powder box, her expression grave.

“I’m going to find the master. There are some things I need to ask clearly.”

Just as she walked out of Lanting Courtyard, Song Wan saw Xieyi, the senior maid by Jiang Xingjian’s side, approaching hurriedly with joy on her face.

She stopped the person, but before she could speak, she heard Xieyi say, “Madam, great joy! His Majesty has issued an edict commanding the master to inherit the title. Right now, the master is reporting this joyful news to Old Madam in Fuhe Hall. This servant was just coming back to notify Madam.”

“The imperial edict for inheriting the title has come down?”

“Yes, Madam, great joy.”

Song Wan nodded, though her face showed no particular joy.

Handing the powder box in her hand to Heng Zhi, Song Wan thought for a moment before heading to Fuhe Hall.

Fuhe Hall was filled with jubilant celebration. Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue stood in the main hall, while members of various branches of the Marquis’s manor surrounded them, repeatedly offering congratulations. Jiang Xingjian was in high spirits, Lin Jiayue had a sweet smile on her face, and the two appeared intimate—truly a perfect couple.

Song Wan’s steps suddenly paused, then she let out a scornful laugh.

Without Jiang Xingjian’s approval, how could Lin Jiayue, a woman of the inner quarters, open some rouge shop outside? Even if she asked about it, it would only bring humiliation upon herself, making her seem lacking in perception.

“Madam… you’ve arrived.”

A maid from Fuhe Hall came over clutching the red envelope Jiang Xingjian had just given, her face full of smiles as she continuously offered words of congratulation. Song Wan had Heng Zhi take out some silver to reward the servants in the courtyard, then she walked inside herself.

“Sister-in-law.”

Jiang Yan spoke first. Hearing this, Song Wan turned to him with a gentle smile before going to Old Madam Jiang’s side.

Old Madam Jiang embraced Song Wan and laughed, “Good, good, good. Wan’er is blessed. Now that Yi’er has inherited the title, from now on you’ll be the Marquis’s wife.”

Song Wan smiled faintly without speaking.

Lin Jiayue’s expression looked rather unpleasant. She deliberately walked to Jiang Xingjian’s side, taking his arm and saying, “There’s been so much good fortune recently. Not only is the ice-making shop earning money hand over fist, but Xingjian has also become a marquis. When my Huanyan Studio opens, the Marquis’s manor will surely be even more splendid, like a tiger with wings.”

Hearing this, Jiang Yan raised his head. Seeing Song Wan’s calm expression without any anger at being provoked, he withdrew his gaze with a slight pang of sympathy.

“Truly adding splendor to brocade, like a tiger with wings.”

Jiang’s mother stood up and gently stroked Jiang Xingjian’s face, her eyes brimming with tears. “I thought I would never see Yi’er wearing court robes in this lifetime.”

“Mother…”

Jiang Xingjian looked embarrassed. He pulled down his mother’s hand to look at Song Wan, only to see Song Wan lower her eyes indifferently after noticing his gaze, her face showing not a trace of joy.

He was about to step forward, but was firmly held back by Lin Jiayue at his side.

The joy he had wanted to share with Song Wan instantly dissipated. Jiang Xingjian came back to his senses and grasped Lin Jiayue’s hand.

Old Madam Jiang took in everyone’s small movements. She sighed softly, only able to pretend she knew nothing.

Jiang’s mother was still talking endlessly about how to entertain guests from all quarters. Song Wan just listened quietly, but in her heart she was thinking about the matter of Huanyan Studio secretly selling lead powder.

If what the little maid who delivered things to Lanting Courtyard today said was true, then judging by the pricing of Lin Jiayue’s powder shop, what she sought must not be ordinary common people or merchant families.

A set of rouge and powder costing nearly seven hundred taels of silver could certainly not be afforded by the female family members of ordinary officials.

Lin Jiayue probably wanted to use the Marquis’s manor as backing to send these items into the palace or to the aristocratic families of the capital.

But if this powder were ordinary goods, that would be one thing—but lead powder is poisonous.

If it weren’t for the rough work maid in Lanting Courtyard today wearing a silver bracelet that caused the lead powder to turn black, she might not have realized that Lin Jiayue had such audacity to use lead powder to deceive all of the capital.

If these items were exposed as soon as they were released, that would be fine. But if they were used by noble persons in the palace or by some lady in the capital and problems arose, the Marquis’s manor would face great disaster.

Song Wan listened with a heavy heart as everyone flattered Lin Jiayue. She waited until the crowd dispersed before seeking out Baozhu to say she wanted to see Old Madam Jiang.

Old Madam Jiang was just preparing to rise when she was pressed down by Jiang’s mother at her side.

“This daughter-in-law knows what Wan’er wants to discuss. Mother, you’ve been tired all day. Let this daughter-in-law go persuade her.”

Thinking of how Song Wan had shown no smile earlier, Old Madam Jiang guessed that the young woman probably had high spirits and felt overshadowed, feeling unwilling in her heart. She nodded and said, “Then you go and counsel Wan’er. That one from Xiuyan Pavilion has been rather arrogant lately. After you counsel her, go admonish her as well. Don’t chill Wan’er’s heart.”

“This daughter-in-law understands. Mother, please rest first.”

Jiang’s mother covered the old lady with a summer blanket, then walked out, not having listened to a single word of Old Madam Jiang’s instructions.

Chapter 42: Sister-in-law
“Mother.”

Seeing Jiang’s mother come out, Song Wan bowed slightly, preparing to go see Old Madam Jiang, but was stopped by her words.

“Wan’er, come here. Mother has something to say to you.”

Jiang’s mother pulled Song Wan into the side room. When only the two of them remained, Jiang’s mother said, “Actually, Mother guessed today why you came.”

“Mother knows?”

Song Wan clutched the gold silk powder box in her hand, momentarily stunned.

“Mother also came through your age, so what wouldn’t I understand?”

Jiang’s mother looked troubled. “I also know that Yi’er has been getting close to Concubine Lin, especially since the ice shop and rouge shop opened in the manor—it’s made you even more unhappy. But Wan’er, rest assured, no matter what, in Mother’s and Old Madam’s eyes, Concubine Lin can never surpass you.”

Song Wan was lost in thought clutching Huanyan Studio’s gold silk powder box. Hearing these words, she frowned slightly.

Jiang’s mother saw her movement and sighed lightly. “Although Jiang Man and Yi’er have opened two shops for Concubine Lin, this silver will ultimately go into the public fund and has nothing to do with Concubine Lin herself.”

“Mother, Wan’er is not jealous of Concubine Lin.”

Jiang’s mother smiled. “Mother knows you’re not shallow-eyed, so naturally you wouldn’t be jealous of something that can’t appear in public. It’s just that Mother worries you’ll overthink things and drift further and further from Yi’er.”

Outside the door, Jiang’s mother’s personal maid walked in, clutching a red velvet pouch. Jiang’s mother took it and handed it to Song Wan. “This is a pastry shop on Chunfeng Street. It was part of my dowry. The income is decent—take it for now.”

Stuffing the shop deed into Song Wan’s hand, Jiang’s mother continued, “When it comes down to it, we women simply aren’t as good as men. We ordinarily have little insight. Perhaps we’ve read a couple more books, but before men who have been traveling outside for years, we can only drop a few shallow literary references.”

“But to men, such women are of no use—perhaps not even as useful as the close attendants serving at their side. For a woman to be a wife, the first duty is continuing the family line. The second is managing the inner quarters well so the men have no worries.”

“Look at Old Duke Zhenguo’s wife. That lady came from an undistinguished background—just the daughter of a small border tribe chieftain. But that woman is extremely skilled in medical principles. Even now, sixty percent of the medical shops outside still belong to Old Duke Zhenguo’s family. In all these hundred-some years, who in the entire capital has dared to look down on that lady?”

“So you see, Wan’er—for a woman, birth, appearance, family background, and connections are very important, but what’s more important is what she can bring to her husband.”

“What use is being the legitimate wife if you can’t help your husband with anything and only know how to be jealous?”

“Mother feels that as a woman, one’s vision must be far-reaching. You can’t write two ‘Jiang’ characters with one stroke. No matter who it is, as long as they contribute to the Marquis’s manor, in the end don’t we women still benefit?”

Jiang’s mother took the excessively luxurious gold silk powder box from Song Wan’s hand, smiling as she opened it to look. “Although I don’t think highly of that one from Xiuyan Pavilion, I must admit this is a good thing—something that can help the Marquis’s manor turn things around.”

“Wan’er, what do you think?”

Song Wan was almost amused to anger by Jiang’s mother’s lecture.

She lowered her head. For some reason, she found it both funny and somewhat heartbreaking.

“Mother speaks reasonably.”

Song Wan stood up. After saying she would return to reflect properly, she made to leave. But when she had already stepped one foot out, she heard Jiang’s mother say, “Don’t be angry with Mother either. It’s just that… Yi’er is devoted to her. As a mother, I can’t go against my own child.”

Jiang’s mother stood and walked before Song Wan, saying word by word, “Originally, I also thought that Lin Jiayue was a loose woman with seductive manners who only knew how to entangle men. But looking at her now, she actually has some talent.”

“This woman has her own means of standing, and has won Yi’er’s favor. If you just keep being jealous of her, you’ll only displease Yi’er and disturb the household peace.”

“Mother advises you—as a woman, bend your posture when you should bend it. Don’t always oppose Yi’er, and don’t always stare at others. Think more for yourself. You and Yi’er…”

“Haven’t consummated the marriage yet, have you?”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s face turned deathly pale, her pink lips also becoming bloodless.

Jiang’s mother’s words were no different from stripping her naked and throwing her into a crowd. The young maids of Fuhe Hall, hearing this, all fell silent as cicadas and quietly retreated. But in their hearts, they couldn’t help mocking how pathetic Song Wan was as the Marquis’s wife.

“Mother’s words today…”

“Does Mother still remember that Wan’er currently manages the household accounts?”

“Of course. Why do you suddenly bring this up?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes. “If Mother doesn’t want Wan’er to lose all dignity before the servants, then don’t entangle her here. What Mother said today, Wan’er understands. Wan’er will reflect on herself and contemplate her faults.”

Having said this, Song Wan walked out of Fuhe Hall with a pale face.

Jiang’s mother saw that her eyes were extremely red and felt her words today had been too harsh. When she wanted to chase after her, she could only see Song Wan’s retreating figure.

Song Wan strode forward, her mind completely blank.

She only felt a buzzing in her ears, and the path before her eyes became distorted.

It wasn’t until she crashed into a man’s sturdy chest that she found a trace of reason, her eyes red.

Jiang Yan said in a hoarse voice, “Sister-in-law, are you alright?”

He had been waiting outside Fuhe Hall for a long time. Seeing Song Wan emerge from the courtyard, he had wanted to casually find an excuse to approach and inquire, but hadn’t expected that she would take not a single step to stop, crashing straight into him.

Soft warmth and sweet fragrance entered his embrace. Jiang Yan’s mind went blank for an instant. Then, coming to his senses, he immediately released her from his arms.

His hands grasped Song Wan’s arms and withdrew at once. Seeing her stand steady, he quickly retreated another step.

Though he was extremely reluctant, he dared not be any more intimate.

“Sister-in-law…”

Jiang Yan raised his head and saw that Song Wan’s usually cool eyes were now extremely red. The tears she had desperately tried to suppress could no longer be held back when the two collided, sliding down her cheeks.

Seeing her loss of composure, Song Wan quickly wiped her face and forced out a smile. “I’ve made Second Master laugh at me.”

“It was I who was presumptuous toward Sister-in-law.”

The person before him had flushed cheeks, and her tearful eyes made Jiang Yan’s waist and abdomen tighten, his spine burning hot.

The sudden surging emotion clung to his bones. Jiang Yan seemed to see his own flesh and blood burning and boiling.

Song Wan nodded to him and was about to leave, but was called back by Jiang Yan.

“Does Second Master have business?”

The woman’s soft voice carried barely perceptible grievance and choking, making Jiang Yan feel both pain and itching at the tip of his heart. His hands couldn’t help trembling slightly.

He placed both hands behind his back, clenching them tightly into fists.

“I… I wanted to ask Sister-in-law about my marriage with Miss Sun.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled. “Some days ago I was still in contact with Madam Sun. It seems this marriage is settled. Second Master can rest assured.”

Jiang Yan stared intently at Song Wan’s gradually recovering cherry lips, his ear tips burning fiercely.

As for his marriage with the Sun family, he didn’t care at all about its progress.

Chapter 43: Dismissal
Just walking back from Fuhe Hall to Lanting Courtyard, Song Wan felt as if all strength had drained from her body. As soon as she returned to her courtyard, she removed her outer robe and sat on the beauty couch.

Her mind kept replaying Jiang’s mother’s lecturing words. Every time she recalled a single word, Song Wan felt sharp pain at the tip of her heart.

“Miss, are you alright?”

“I’m fine.”

Song Wan took the round fan Nanny Zhao handed her and gently fanned herself.

Whether it was from getting too worked up during the day or being exposed to the scorching sun outside, by evening Song Wan had developed a fever.

“Doctor Ding, what’s wrong with our madam?”

Nanny Zhao held Song Wan’s hand that extended outside the bed curtain, carefully placing it back under the bedding. Seeing Doctor Ding packing up his pulse pillow, she stepped forward and asked quietly.

“The madam is distressed and feverish—this is a yang evil symptom. Once the heat dissipates she’ll be fine. This old man will prepare some medicine that will cure the illness immediately.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu felt relieved hearing this. Lv Zhu followed the doctor to the medicine room.

Song Wan burned in a daze. Seeing this, Nanny Zhao felt immense heartache. She didn’t sleep the entire night, busy wiping Song Wan’s sweat, changing her clothes, feeding her medicine, and reducing her fever. Only after Song Wan’s fever broke did Nanny Zhao, with dark circles under her eyes, tearfully give thanks to the gods and Buddhas.

“Miss, how did you suddenly fall ill? This night nearly broke this old woman’s heart.”

“I worried Nanny. It’s Wan’er’s fault.”

Song Wan said in a hoarse voice, a gentle smile appearing on her face.

Although she had been ill, she felt much more at ease.

She let the maids serve her in bathing and changing. After washing up, Song Wan went to the study.

“Miss, your illness hasn’t healed yet. Why not rest a few more days?”

Song Wan shook her head. “My husband has inherited the title and the Marquis’s manor must hold a grand banquet. The guest list and invitations must be prepared first.”

After writing for most of the day, Song Wan handed the completed invitation list to Heng Zhi, having her send it to the manor’s Ritual Office.

The Ritual Office specifically managed matters of sacrifices and ceremonies in the manor.

Ordinarily for masters’ birthdays and ancestors’ memorial days, or for daily exchanges of cards and gifts with other manors, they were in charge. After this list was sent down today, tomorrow the invitations would be delivered to the hands of each manor’s mistresses. For a grand banquet like Jiang Xingjian’s title inheritance, the inner and outer courtyards for men and women would certainly be held separately, so Song Wan alone would definitely be too busy.

“Invite these three people in my name.”

Heng Zhi opened it and took a look. She could understand Madam Sun and the Lan family matriarch, but a Madam Bai, wife of an Assistant Director in the Ministry of Personnel, left her somewhat puzzled.

“Elder brother went to the Ministry of Personnel. Right now he’s just an unranked deputy. This Lord Bai is his superior.”

Mentioning Song Fu’s name, Heng Zhi quietly blushed. After nodding dazedly, she clutched the prepared registry and walked out.

Seeing this, Nanny Zhao felt quite uncomfortable.

Her young miss had a proud temperament. In the past, she would never have done this kind of thing—using the Marquis’s manor’s convenience to seek private benefits for her own young master. Now that she had done it, she probably was thoroughly disappointed in the Marquis’s manor and could no longer bear to maintain appearances.

Nanny Zhao wanted to advise her, but her lips opened and closed without being able to utter a word.

For Jiang Xingjian’s title inheritance grand banquet, after Song Wan was responsible for the invitation list and menu, she didn’t manage anything else. These grand banquets all had old precedents in the manor. As long as she arranged for the managing matrons to handle their assigned duties properly, she could maintain a passable performance without errors.

After preparing everything and reporting to both Old Madam Jiang and Jiang’s mother, Song Wan no longer inquired further. Even when she heard that Jiang’s mother had handed over part of the authority for managing the grand banquet to Lin Jiayue, she never said a word.

Later, when matrons occasionally came to report, speaking vaguely that Lin Jiayue had changed the manor’s rules again, Song Wan only asked whether the madam knew. Hearing that Jiang’s mother knew and still let Lin Jiayue take full responsibility, she completely relinquished authority, telling the matrons to simply follow Lin Jiayue’s instructions.

“Miss, aren’t you afraid that little harlot will cause some disaster?”

The managing matron had just left when Nanny Zhao could no longer sit still and earnestly advised, “You’re letting that little harlot handle everything. If something really goes wrong that day, won’t Miss’s lifetime reputation be ruined?”

Song Wan held her book with a faint smile. “You went with me to Jiangxiang Courtyard yesterday. Did you see the madam’s attitude?”

Recently, due to the heat, Old Madam Jiang had been sickly all day, with neither appetite nor energy. Apart from Song Wan and Jiang Xingjian occasionally seeing her once or twice, the old lady had excused everyone else from morning and evening attendance. All manor affairs were entrusted to Jiang’s mother. Song Wan didn’t want to trouble the old lady with trivial matters, so she could only inform Jiang’s mother.

Lin Jiayue’s Huanyan Studio had received considerable business right after opening. The impressive income made Jiang’s mother and Jiang Xingjian’s confidence in her multiply, and they also gained confidence in her hosting the grand banquet.

Song Wan had merely mentioned that the old rules shouldn’t be changed when Jiang’s mother dismissed her with one phrase about stale conventions being boring and tasteless.

“Now nothing I say matters. If I say more, I’m narrow-minded, only knowing jealousy and unable to stand seeing the Marquis’s manor prosper.”

“Ahem.”

As soon as Song Wan finished speaking, she saw Jiang Xingjian standing in the room with a subtle expression. Nanny Zhao looked angrily at Xiang Cao. Just as Xiang Cao was about to respond, Jiang Xingjian said, “I told her not to announce me…”

He hadn’t expected Song Wan to mention him and Lin Jiayue in her room.

Song Wan lazily raised her eyes, without the slightest embarrassment of being caught discussing private matters.

Her indifferent appearance instead made Jiang Xingjian feel somewhat awkward, as if he were superfluous.

“Consort Jiang bestowed something upon you. I brought it over for you.”

Placing the wooden box in his hand on the table, Jiang Xingjian sat down.

During this period, he had intentionally distanced himself from Song Wan and hadn’t come to Lanting Courtyard for quite some time. He had thought Song Wan would harbor some resentment, but hadn’t expected her to be completely indifferent.

“If you feel Jiayue has done something poorly, you can certainly refuse. After all, you are the Marquis’s manor’s legitimate…”

“Letting a mere concubine manage the household accounts—the Marquis’s manor has thrown ancestral rules, proper order, and ritual propriety behind its back. What is there for me to say?”

Song Wan put down the “General Principles of Literature and History” in her hand and said indifferently, “People respect those who respect themselves. If the Marquis’s manor doesn’t respect itself, how can it expect others to forcibly maintain that respect?”

“I’m tired. Husband, please leave.”

Having just sat down only to be issued an order to leave, Jiang Xingjian’s face showed embarrassment, yet he had no face to argue. From the moment he decided to give up on Song Wan, he could no longer hold his head high before her, nor did he have the face to speak a harsh word to her.

In the end, he had failed her.

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, hesitated slightly, then left Lanting Courtyard.

“Miss, this old servant feels the young master has you in his heart. Now Consort Jiang has bestowed a generous gift, clearly intending to reconcile relations with you.”

“If the Marquis has lost his way and returned, Miss, you should still listen to the madam’s advice and soften your posture a bit…”

Song Wan glanced at the nanmu wood box on the table and said indifferently, “Where is there any reconciliation of relations? It’s merely that seeing I arranged marriages with the Sun and Lan families for Second Master and Third Miss, she’s satisfied.”

Having done well, she was dismissed with a trinket or two, so she would continue toiling and scheming for the Marquis’s manor. If she were useless, then as before, even after entering the palace she shouldn’t expect to see Consort Jiang’s face.

In the end, Consort Jiang only treated her as a menial servant to run errands and labor. Perhaps in Consort Jiang’s heart, she was even less than a low-ranking female official in Yanqing Palace.

Picking up that nanmu wood box, Song Wan didn’t even open it before casually handing it to Nanny Zhao. “Put it away.”

Chapter 44: Overstepping Boundaries
On the day of the grand banquet at Chengyang Marquis’s manor, Song Wan rose to dress and apply makeup before dawn had even broken.

As the wife of the Marquis of Chengyang, she not only had to welcome and entertain guests today, but also build good relationships with the wives and female family members of various households in the capital. While men struggled outside, women also had to maneuver among the wives of various households in the inner quarters. Many matters that couldn’t be discussed or brought to the surface depended on the capabilities of each household’s mistress.

Although Song Wan was reluctant to do these things for the Marquis’s manor, she had no choice but to do them.

Lv Zhu and Xiang Cao—one helping her arrange her hair, one helping her apply makeup—were busy for nearly an hour before everything was prepared.

Once properly adorned, Song Wan, supported by Heng Zhi, left Lanting Courtyard.

Outside Lanting Courtyard, Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue were already waiting.

Song Wan saw that Lin Jiayue wore a long cherry-purple gauze dress embroidered with gold peonies, with a pomegranate-red beaded palace sash hanging at her waist. Her hair was styled in a Flying Immortal bun, with ruby phoenix hairpins with kingfisher feather inlay swaying at her temples.

Even the white jade walking ornament weighing down her skirt was a superior item from the palace.

Song Wan’s gaze swept over the red palace sash and phoenix hairpins, her eyes indifferent.

She didn’t know whether Lin Jiayue didn’t understand the rules and didn’t realize these items were far beyond what her concubine status could use, or whether she knew full well she was overstepping boundaries yet insisted on outdoing her.

Song Wan withdrew her gaze, acting as if she hadn’t seen anything. After all, she was precisely afraid Lin Jiayue wouldn’t be arrogant enough today.

The group went together to Fuhe Hall to pay respects to Old Madam Jiang. For today’s grand banquet, the old lady would naturally attend.

Everyone paid their respects and had breakfast. Song Wan followed the female family members to Haitang Garden.

Inside Haitang Garden, artificial mountains and strange rocks stood in great numbers, with pavilions and waterside pavilions throughout.

Within the garden was an artificial lake. In the lake was a small island where the troupe members supported by the Marquis’s manor resided. All aristocratic families had a few regularly used opera troupes, and households like the Marquis’s manor permanently supported their own troupe.

For today’s grand banquet, several major operas were indispensable.

Lin Jiayue stood at the back reluctantly and unwillingly, following everyone through the dividing wall between the east and west inner courtyards. She had thought she already understood the Marquis’s manor quite well, but only today did she discover that the manor’s size and luxury far exceeded her imagination.

Exiting the dividing wall, she saw green willows hanging all around outside, trees of varying heights on both sides, and large white jade stone slabs underfoot. Being here, one could feel a gentle, cool breeze that was especially refreshing and comfortable in the summer. She was just surprised that she had never been to this place before when she saw pavilions dotting the distance in the distance, countless verdant pines and green cypresses—many times larger than the Marquis’s manor’s back courtyard.

After entering Haitang Garden, in the center of the courtyard stood a towering opera stage. Nearly a hundred performers dressed in opera costumes stood in a row. Upon seeing Old Madam Jiang, they all bowed in unison.

“All rise. The old lady doesn’t like these formalities.”

Jiang’s mother had a ruddy complexion and eyes full of smiles. She had a maid at her side bring red envelopes and bestowed them one by one. “The Marquis’s manor hasn’t held a grand banquet in many years. Today you must not lose face for the manor. If anyone performs poorly, watch out—I’ll whip you later.”

The troupe leader accepted the red envelope and laughed. “Madam, rest assured, we absolutely won’t perform poorly.”

Jiang’s mother covered her lips and laughed for a long while, then turned to ask Song Wan, “Wan’er, have the other matters been handled properly?”

Song Wan smiled. “Mother has forgotten—for the banquet affairs, Wan’er was only responsible for the guest list and menu. All other matters were Concubine Lin’s responsibility.”

“Concubine Lin’s responsibility?”

Hearing this, Old Madam Jiang’s eyelids twitched violently. “How is it that no one told me about this?”

“Such a trivial matter—how could it trouble you, old lady? This daughter-in-law saw that Concubine Lin has some talent. Managing a banquet for a few hundred people shouldn’t produce any errors. Moreover, the manor still has Wan’er and those managing matrons overseeing things, so there won’t be any problems.”

Old Madam Jiang’s heart seized. Looking at Song Wan, she asked, “Do you know what Concubine Lin has arranged?”

Song Wan lowered her head. “Concubine Lin reported everything to Mother.”

“So you don’t know how she’s handling things?”

Seeing Old Madam Jiang’s volume rise, Jiang’s mother smiled. “Mother needn’t worry. Though Concubine Lin doesn’t come from an aristocratic family, she does have capability. Even if there are some minor details handled improperly, Wan’er will help smooth things over for the manor. One of these two children is steady and reserved, handling matters reliably, while the other is bold and meticulous with many clever ideas. The two working together will naturally add splendor.”

Song Wan’s face was expressionless, and she didn’t respond. With one look, Old Madam Jiang knew it was absolutely not as simple as Jiang’s mother said.

“Have Concubine Lin come here.”

Lin Jiayue walked over leisurely from the back of the crowd, smiling as she bowed to Old Madam Jiang. As soon as Old Madam Jiang saw her outfit, she immediately erupted in fury. “Who permitted you to dress like this? Don’t you know what occasion this is today?”

“Do you think those noble ladies are all as shallow-sighted as you, unable to see your sordid little schemes?”

The old lady was furious. The female family members of the Marquis’s manor all lowered their heads, not daring to speak.

Only then did Jiang’s mother notice Lin Jiayue’s entire outfit. Frowning, she said, “How did you end up wearing a red palace sash and phoenix hairpins? These are far beyond what a concubine can use. Go change quickly.”

Being publicly rebuked, Lin Jiayue felt dissatisfied in her heart, but didn’t dare show it on her face. She lowered her head and said, “These items were all bestowed by Consort Jiang.”

Hearing they were bestowed by the consort, Jiang’s mother stopped speaking. Seeing Old Madam Jiang still looked furious, she couldn’t help but try to mediate. “Since Man’er bestowed them, let her wear them. At this hour, there’s no time to change anyway.”

“You’re being foolish.”

Old Madam Jiang glared at Jiang’s mother, extremely displeased in her heart.

On today’s occasion, this was the first time Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan were formally appearing before people. One was the master of Chengyang Marquis’s manor, the other was the mistress of Chengyang Marquis’s manor—they represented the face of Chengyang Marquis’s manor, far beyond just Jiang Yi and Song Wan as individuals.

To publicly elevate a concubine and humiliate Song Wan on such an occasion—how was this different from announcing to all of the capital that Chengyang Marquis’s manor had broken with the Song family?

Moreover, everyone in the capital knew that Song Wan had married into the Marquis’s manor holding a memorial tablet, that she was a widow who had observed mourning for six years. Miss Song’s great benevolence and virtue, her exemplary womanly conduct—everyone in the capital knew this. Now that their Marquis’s manor had turned its fortunes around, the first thing they did was rush to trample Song Wan’s face. How would the world view the Marquis’s manor? What family traditions could the manor claim to have?

Old Madam Jiang was so angry her head spun, and she nearly fainted.

Song Wan hurried forward to support her, but the old lady gripped her arm tightly. “You knew… why… why didn’t you stop this…”

Her arm ached sharply, but Song Wan only lowered her head without speaking.

Seeing her like this, Old Madam Jiang felt another wave of headache.

She understood Song Wan. Unless she had suffered some unbearable great grievance, she wouldn’t be so willful, not putting the Marquis’s manor’s future in her heart. During the period when she was ill, Jiang’s mother must have said or done something.

Thinking of this, Old Madam Jiang felt another wave of regret—regret that she had let her son marry a military general’s daughter like Jiang’s mother.

“Mother, are you alright? Quickly summon the manor physician…”

Old Madam Jiang gripped Jiang’s mother tightly, saying intermittently, “Send Concubine Lin… back to Xiuyan Pavilion. Today… absolutely do not let her come out… to see people.”

Hearing this, Jiang’s mother hurriedly said, “That won’t do, Mother. Today Concubine Lin still needs to explain the rouge and powder of Huanyan Studio to the female family members of various manors. Concubine Lin said if today is successful, Huanyan Studio will definitely become famous overnight and never worry about sales channels again.”

Hearing that the Marquis’s manor’s grand banquet had actually been arranged as a vulgar merchant selling session reeking of copper, even Song Wan with her unruffled temperament raised her head in surprise.

The female family members of the Marquis’s manor frowned in unison without speaking.

Seeing Jiang’s mother so impervious to reason, Old Madam Jiang was so angry her eyes rolled back, and she actually fainted.

Chapter 45: Backing
“Quickly summon the manor physician.”

Jiang’s mother was frightened into a panic. Song Wan pulled her aside, pointing at several rough-work matrons to carry Old Madam Jiang and send her to a side room in the opera garden.

After the manor physician administered acupuncture to the old lady, Old Madam Jiang finally came to gradually.

“Have Concubine Lin return… return to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

Jiang’s mother’s eyes brimmed with tears as she hurriedly nodded. “You can rest assured, old lady. This daughter-in-law will have her return to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

With this great burden lifted from her heart, Old Madam Jiang kept Baozhu and Feicui at her side and dismissed Jiang’s mother and Song Wan, telling them not to worry about her—the manor’s grand banquet was more important. Jiang’s mother and Song Wan left the side room, both with somewhat tense expressions on their faces, though their thoughts ran in completely opposite directions.

“Wan’er…”

Song Wan came back to herself. “Mother, please speak.”

Jiang’s mother looked troubled. “What about Concubine Lin’s situation… what should we do?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, not speaking for a moment.

“Say something.”

Song Wan said, “Does Mother know why Grandmother wanted Concubine Lin to return to Xiuyan Pavilion?”

“Of course I know. The old lady has always doted on you and couldn’t bear for you to suffer grievances. But right now this is a major matter for the Marquis’s manor. Mother believes that compared to the manor’s future, you won’t mind this little bit of grievance… right?”

Jiang’s mother looked at Song Wan carefully, feeling somewhat anxious in her heart.

She had managed the Marquis’s manor’s household accounts and ledgers before—she knew all too well how much silver was in those accounts. And now that Jiang Xingjian had returned to the manor, the expenses needed for a man to move about and manage connections outside were astronomical. Yet the original household expenses hadn’t decreased at all. On the contrary, since Jiang Xingjian returned, even more silver had been sent to the palace and to Dong Chang.

After all, the Marquis’s manor still wanted to secure an actual position for Jiang Xingjian.

With all this coming and going, she was so anxious she couldn’t sleep. She had even filled in all her own dowry, yet it was still a drop in the bucket, not worth mentioning.

If the manor’s deficit weren’t so large, she wouldn’t be elevating Lin Jiayue, whom she looked down upon.

Jiang’s mother sighed deeply. “It’s not that Mother doesn’t understand your difficulties, but you’re not unaware of the Marquis’s manor’s circumstances. Now that Lin Jiayue has found a way to earn silver, we can only be happy about it—there’s no reason to hold her back.”

Song Wan lowered her head, ultimately swallowing the words in her mouth.

After quite a while, under Jiang’s mother’s urging, she finally said quietly, “Wan’er isn’t in a position to decide about Concubine Lin’s matter. Mother should decide what to do.”

“I’m asking you precisely because I can’t make up my mind.”

“Then it depends entirely on what Mother considers more important. Of two evils, choose the lesser—Wan’er cannot make this decision.”

Whether Jiang Xingjian’s reputation and the Marquis’s manor’s family traditions and future path were more important, or whether the immediate short-term silver income was more important—she couldn’t make this decision and could only let Jiang’s mother choose for herself.

“You’re right. I’ll have Concubine Lin prepare, and everything will proceed as planned.”

Jiang’s mother patted Song Wan’s hand, then hurriedly left.

In Jiang’s mother’s heart, she naturally couldn’t think that far ahead. In her eyes, Song Wan’s temporary loss of face versus Lin Jiayue’s firm guarantee that today would bring in a large sum of silver—naturally the latter was more important. As for Old Madam Jiang, Jiang’s mother had already made her decision.

When the old lady learned that today’s gains equaled five or even ten years of estate income, she would naturally calm her anger.

“…”

Song Wan looked at Jiang’s mother’s departing figure, standing dazed for quite a while.

“Miss, guests have arrived.”

Heng Zhi leaned close to Song Wan’s ear and spoke quietly. Song Wan went to the hanging flower gate to welcome the female family members from other manors.

When Madam Sun arrived with her daughter, she saw Song Wan conversing happily with Madam Lan, with another lady in simple dress whom she had never seen before standing beside them.

Madam Sun stepped forward with greetings. Song Wan smiled as she introduced the three to each other.

Both Madam Lan and Madam Bai had brought their own daughters. All the young ladies had gentle temperaments.

“There’s an opera stage set up in Haitang Garden. Shall we all go take a look?”

Madam Bai smiled. “Wonderful! I haven’t listened to opera in some time. I wonder what plays are being performed today?”

The Bai family couldn’t compare to the Sun and Lan manors. She knew whose favor she had to thank for being able to step into the Marquis’s manor. Moreover, Madam Bai was also tactful and intelligent. As soon as she arrived, she gave a general account of what she knew about Song Fu’s matters.

Song Wan didn’t know how to thank her properly. Hearing these words, she hurriedly said, “Right now they should be performing ‘Parasitic Grass.’ If Madam Bai has any favorites, just request a few later.”

The group chatted and laughed as they walked toward Haitang Garden. Just as they entered the garden, they saw Lin Jiayue holding a set of rouge and powder, making her way one by one toward the richly dressed female family members. She held the rouge while talking endlessly about something.

Seeing this, Madam Sun was somewhat curious and asked with a smile, “Whose daughter-in-law is that? She seems quite lively.”

Because of Lin Jiayue’s dress and accessories, everyone assumed she was the legitimate wife from one of the Marquis’s manor’s branches. Earlier, though they found it tiresome and felt the Marquis’s manor lacked propriety, they ultimately hadn’t said anything.

But those who understood the Marquis’s manor knew that aside from Jiang Yan, the other young males in the manor hadn’t reached the age to take wives, and they had never heard that Jiang Yan had married. So they whispered and asked around about Lin Jiayue’s identity.

However, after everyone asked around, no one knew which branch’s daughter-in-law this person was. Now hearing Madam Sun ask Song Wan, every single person pricked up their ears.

Song Wan looked at Lin Jiayue enthusiastically promoting rouge and powder, her face flushing red, actually feeling somewhat ashamed and embarrassed.

She had lived for eighteen years and had never heard of any aristocratic family behaving this way. Even merchant families, as long as they had read a few books and understood the Book of Rites and knew shame, would not impose upon guests so presumptuously.

After quite a while, Song Wan finally said, “That’s Concubine Lin from our manor.”

“…”

Everyone in the capital knew that Jiang Xingjian had brought back a woman from outside and caused discord in the manor because of her. Now hearing Song Wan say this, they immediately understood Lin Jiayue’s identity.

Those mistresses from conservative families saw the Marquis’s manor letting a concubine out to make a spectacle, and their faces immediately darkened severely.

Those who carefully observed Lin Jiayue’s dress and arrogant words and behavior cast looks of pity and sympathy toward Song Wan again and again.

After speaking, Song Wan didn’t raise her head, only continued greeting the various madams as usual.

Seeing that after working hard for so long no one paid her any attention, yet now that Song Wan had arrived everyone gathered around her, Lin Jiayue was so angry her hands trembled.

The crowd, however, acted as if they couldn’t see her at all. One by one they took their seats and happily began listening to the opera.

Just as one act concluded, Chief Eunuch Chang from Yanqing Palace came to convey Consort Jiang’s oral decree. First he praised Song Wan thoroughly, then successively bestowed quite a few fine items. Song Wan smiled as she received them, thanked Eunuch Chang profusely, and only then returned to the crowd.

Consort Jiang’s gesture of giving her face wasn’t to elevate Song Wan, but to let the Sun and Lan manors know that behind the Marquis’s manor stood Fifth Prince Shen Qianshu. Song Wan understood this clearly in her heart—once she received those items, that was the end of it.

The remaining madams from various families more or less understood what this performance was about. After simple compliments they dropped the subject. Only Lin Jiayue, watching this scene, felt extremely bitter in her heart.

Chapter 46: Instigation
“Third Sister?” Lin Jiayue looked at Jiang Jing, who had dressed herself up grandly today, and smiled faintly. She had been waiting for Jiang Jing for quite some time.

“Lin Yiniang?” Jiang Jing’s face showed embarrassment, not knowing why Lin Jiayue was calling her.

“Are you preparing to go to the opera house to pay respects to the madams?”

“Mm.” Tugging at the silver-embroidered hundred blessings trailing skirt she wore, Jiang Jing’s small face reddened, feeling very shy.

Today she would meet her future husband’s family, so she had dressed herself up very beautifully. The newly made long skirt paired with the hair ornaments and jewelry sent by Song Wan made her appear both delicate and wealthy.

Jiang Jing had never imagined she could look this beautiful.

“If Lin Yiniang has no business, I’ll go pay my respects to Sister-in-law first.”

Concubine Zhou had been giving her detailed instructions all morning, telling her to conduct herself well today. Now that she was about to meet Madam Lan, her heart was full of anxiety, so naturally she had no interest in exchanging pleasantries with Lin Jiayue.

Jiang Jing lifted her skirt to leave, but heard Lin Jiayue say: “Do you know what kind of person that Young Master Lan is? Have you ever seen him?”

“What nonsense is Lin Yiniang talking about? Which… which unmarried young lady has seen an outside man? What do you mean by this?”

Seeing Jiang Jing’s small face turn rigid, Lin Jiayue quickly said: “That’s not what I meant. I just have a few words I want to tell you… about the Lan family’s young master.”

After sending away the little maid by Jiang Jing’s side, Lin Jiayue pulled her to hide behind the artificial mountain in the crabapple garden.

Her gaze examined Jiang Jing from bottom to top, feeling increasingly displeased in her heart.

Both Jiang Man and Jiang Xingjian had said how wonderful that Lan family young master was, but she only found it ridiculous. A teenage girl who had never even seen the man was supposed to marry him and bear his children—how could such an arranged marriage possibly bring happiness?

Even if she broke up this marriage, she would be doing a good deed.

“You’ve never even met that Young Master Lan, yet you’re going to discuss marriage with him—isn’t that a bit too hasty? You’re only fourteen this year, aren’t you? As far as I know, that Young Master Lan is seven or eight years older than you—do you think the two of you will be happy?”

“Marriages are all determined by parents’ orders and matchmakers’ arrangements. Proper and well-mannered young ladies have never seen their husbands before. What exactly is Lin Yiniang trying to say?”

Jiang Jing knew that Lin Yiniang and Jiang Xingjian had been intimate without a matchmaker’s arrangement. What did she mean by coming to tell her these things now?

Jiang Jing turned to leave, but was blocked by Lin Jiayue again: “I know you don’t believe me, but I truly have your best interests at heart.”

Lin Jiayue was somewhat anxious: “I know everyone is saying this marriage with the Lan family is wonderful, but haven’t you thought about what this so-called ‘wonderful’ actually refers to?”

“It’s true that the Lan family is wealthy and noble, but why would a man from such a wealthy and noble family wait this long to discuss marriage, and then be matched with someone like you—a young concubine-born girl? Haven’t you thought about whether this so-called ‘wonderful’ is good for the marquis estate, or good for you?”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

Jiang Jing clutched her handkerchief, her large eyes staring straight at Lin Jiayue.

It was because Lin Jiayue’s words struck her heart with every sentence.

She hadn’t seen that Lan family young master, so naturally she didn’t know what kind of person he was. Especially when Concubine Zhou and everyone around her said this marriage was extremely good, she felt even more anxious.

How could such a good marriage fall upon her?

Jiang Jing lowered her head, her breathing becoming somewhat rapid.

Seeing this, Lin Jiayue pressed her lips and said: “I won’t beat around the bush with you. The marquis told me that the reason this marriage was successfully negotiated was because Song Wan’s elder brother is acquainted with that Young Master Lan.”

“And the marquis estate promoted this marriage because the Lan family is wealthy and could help the marquis estate in the future.”

“But I always feel something is wrong.”

Lin Jiayue touched Jiang Jing’s long hair and said worriedly: “Previously, the marquis estate couldn’t make ends meet and needed a strong marriage alliance partner, but now that the marquis estate has me, there’s no more need for these things. You’re only fourteen this year—how could Song Wan use a young maiden’s youth to exchange for silver?”

“She’s counting on you to support the marquis estate, but has she ever thought that after you marry into the Lan family, you surely can’t ask the Lan family for silver to subsidize your natal family, can you?”

Hearing this, Jiang Jing’s heart trembled: “This… this can’t be.”

How could she, as a married-out daughter, ask her husband’s family for silver to subsidize her natal family? Moreover, she was only a concubine-born daughter—only her birth mother Concubine Zhou was close to her. Why should she be used to fill the gap when the marquis estate lacked silver? A daughter-in-law who constantly asked her husband’s family for silver—how could she possibly be loved by her husband’s family?

Could it be that Sister-in-law hadn’t thought about her future situation?

Jiang Jing was so panicked that a thin layer of sweat appeared on her face, not knowing what to do for a moment.

“Although I haven’t met that so-called Young Master Lan, I think that if he’s already this age and still hasn’t taken a wife, there must be some serious problem.”

Lin Jiayue pulled Jiang Jing close and said with a frown: “Ever since Xingjian told me that Young Master Lan is acquainted with Song Wan’s elder brother, I finally understood the crux of the matter.”

“Song Wan is probably using you as a favor to give to the Lan family.”

She had also thought about this for a long time before figuring it out.

Lin Jiayue had never believed that Song Wan couldn’t see clearly the future situation of the two estates, but Jiang Xingjian seemed to have his heart covered with lard, insisting over and over that she wouldn’t play tricks in such important matters.

But how could tricks not be played?

A girl’s marriage was all too easy to exploit.

In this era, all women, whether they married well or poorly, could only grit their teeth and swallow it down. Jiang Jing was also a concubine-born daughter with no background or support—Song Wan could manipulate her however she wanted.

“By marrying you into the Lan family, she can receive praise from Consort Jiang, Jiang Xingjian, Old Madam, Madam, and everyone else. She can also make the Lan family owe a favor to her elder brother. She kills three birds with one stone, with only you being wronged—who could say such a scheme isn’t brilliant?”

Lin Jiayue frowned and said: “I admit I have selfish motives—I don’t want this marriage to succeed and let her receive everyone’s praise. But I’m also sincerely thinking of you.”

“This marriage clearly benefits everyone else but will only make you suffer alone. Think it over carefully yourself.”

Everything she said was sincere. As for whether Jiang Jing would cleverly resist or mindlessly obey Song Wan, that was beyond her control.

After Lin Jiayue finished speaking, she walked out from behind the artificial mountain.

Lin Jiayue left freely, but left Jiang Jing alone behind the artificial mountain, sweating profusely. Even when her maid came looking for her, she still appeared absent-minded.

Her small face was deathly pale, almost frightening the little maid to tears.

“Miss, what’s wrong with you? Please don’t scare Xing’er.”

With red eyes, angry and anxious, Jiang Jing recounted Lin Jiayue’s words to Xing’er.

“Miss, is what that Lin Yiniang said true? Does Young Master Lan really have problems?”

“I don’t know either, but she said one thing that wasn’t wrong—how could such a good marriage fall upon me?”

No one in the marquis estate had ever cared about her. Since childhood, she and Concubine Zhou had been bullied by Concubine Liu. In the past, even a favored servant woman dared to push them around. Although Madam had never suppressed them, she had never asked about them either, as if they didn’t exist in the estate.

How could someone of her concubine-born status get any good marriage match?

Concubine Zhou in the marquis estate was a handle to control her. If she couldn’t obtain silver for the marquis estate, the people in the estate would inevitably use Concubine Zhou to constrain her.

The more Jiang Jing thought about it, the more frightened she became. Grabbing Xing’er’s hand, she said: “I can’t just sit and wait for disaster. If it’s truly as Lin Yiniang said, my and Concubine Zhou’s days in the future will be even worse than before.”

Chapter 47: Intercepting
Jiang Jing brought Xing’er with her to the opera house.

In the opera house, Song Wan was conversing with Madams Sun, Bai, and Lan. Sitting beside them were the daughters of several madams as well as the young ladies from the estate.

Song Wan looked at Miss Bai and said: “Miss Bai’s embroidery work is truly skillful. I could never compare.”

The young lady had an octagonal bell-shaped sachet hanging from her waist, embroidered with intertwining peony patterns. Though the design wasn’t large, it was extremely exquisite, truly testing a woman’s embroidery skills.

Hearing this, Madam Lan looked up at Miss Bai, nodding inwardly with approval. However, she had come today to assess Jiang Jing, so after a few words of praise, she brought up something else.

“Where is Third Sister? All the young ladies are here—why not let them meet? In the future, they can become close friends and have some pleasant company.”

“Yes, we haven’t yet seen the estate’s Third Miss. Looking at Madam Marquis’s refinement, Third Miss surely won’t disappoint either.”

Several madams around them voiced their agreement. Song Wan turned her head and had Heng Zhi go find Jiang Jing to come pay respects to Madam Lan.

Just as Heng Zhi was about to go find her, they saw Jiang Jing slowly walking over with her maid. The young lady wore an iris blue long dress today, with a cardamom green silk sash tied at her waist, making her appear fresh, charming, and quite endearing.

As soon as she saw her, Song Wan smiled.

She truly liked the young lady’s delicate and charming appearance—so full of vitality.

“Is this the estate’s Third Miss?”

When Madam Lan saw Jiang Jing, her eyes also brightened.

She had no authority over her husband’s youngest uncle’s marriage. After all, as an elder, it wasn’t proper for her to privately discuss marriage matters beyond her position. Fortunately, after careful inquiries these past days, that ancestor who was a dozen years younger than her but a generation higher had finally nodded in agreement. Only then did Madam Lan accept the olive branch extended by the marquis estate.

Seeing Jiang Jing, her heart was finally at ease.

The young lady was so tender, beautiful, and young—she wouldn’t overstep her authority. If Jiang Jing was dutiful, their family would only have reason to dote on her.

The more Madam Lan looked, the more pleased she became. She beckoned to Jiang Jing: “Good girl, come let me have a look at you.”

Seeing Madam Lan’s reaction, Song Wan knew she was very satisfied and couldn’t help but smile as she looked at Jiang Jing.

Everyone was waiting there, but who would have known that Jiang Jing stood in the distance without moving, as if she hadn’t heard Madam Lan’s words at all.

“Heh, she has quite the personality.”

Madam Lan withdrew her hand. The smile on Song Wan’s face also faded as she looked at Jiang Jing with a frown, saying nothing.

Perhaps everyone’s reaction was too cold. Jiang Jing timidly walked before Song Wan, deliberately not looking at Madam Lan, murmuring: “Sister-in-law…”

“Third Sister has arrived? Go play with Miss Bai and the Lan family young lady. They’re not familiar with the estate’s environment, so you should take good care of them.”

“Ah…”

Jiang Jing was somewhat surprised. She hadn’t yet done anything to refuse this marriage—why was Sister-in-law pushing her away?

While she was still puzzled, Heng Zhi led several young ladies away to a small pavilion not far from the crabapple garden.

“This Huanxi troupe was originally a famous opera company from Jiangnan. Little Phoenix Plume has good form and excellent singing skills. Why don’t Madam Lan select a piece for us to listen to?”

Handing the opera booklet to Madam Lan, Song Wan smiled and had someone bring tea and refreshments.

All the madams had witnessed Jiang Jing’s behavior just now. One after another, they shook their heads, knowing that this young lady would be difficult to marry off in the future. Though she was beautiful, she not only lacked propriety but also poor judgment. Marrying her back would likely bring no benefits.

Madam Lan calmly accepted the opera booklet and selected “The Jade Hairpin” with a smile.

As for the marriage between the Lan and marquis estates, no one mentioned it again, as if the two families had never had such intentions.

“Falling leaves startle my lingering dream, idle steps in fragrant dust count the fallen petals…”

As the performer began singing, Song Wan signaled Heng Zhi with her eyes, telling her to investigate what had just happened and why Jiang Jing had suddenly become so impolite.

When the song ended, Madam Lan excused herself to go downstairs to rest. Madam Sun also went to greet other noble family matriarchs who had arrived later, leaving only Madam Bai. Madam Bai looked at Song Wan and suddenly smiled: “Speaking of ‘a tiger father has no dog son,’ I think ‘a tiger elder brother has no dog younger sister’ also applies.”

Seeing Madam Bai bring up Song Fu again, Song Wan knew she had something to say, so she invited Madam Bai to the Moon-Gazing Pavilion in the crabapple garden.

“I heard from my husband that Young Master Song going to the Ministry of Personnel was unusual to begin with—it’s truly a waste of his talents.”

Song Wan smiled: “My elder brother dotes on me. He thought that by going to the Ministry of Personnel he could support me, so he defied Father’s wishes. Otherwise, he naturally would have stayed at the Imperial Academy.”

She spoke these words sincerely, which startled Madam Bai, who then became serious.

“Young Master Song is a good elder brother. For a daughter to have such an elder brother, her life is already complete.”

Although women married and followed their husbands, how could husbands and fathers and brothers be the same? A woman without natal family support could not hold her head up high in her husband’s family. Moreover, in Song Wan’s case, with two confused elders in the estate and a cold-hearted, disloyal husband, if she had no father or brother to support her, who knew what kind of life she would live in the future.

No wonder today, even though that Lin Yiniang had stepped all over her, Song Wan showed no sign of anxiety.

She must have known that if the Song family learned of today’s events, they would never let it pass, so naturally Song Wan didn’t need to hysterically step forward to seek face for herself.

Madam Bai’s thoughts were many, and she became emotional for a moment.

“You are good, and Young Master Song is also excellent. It’s just that the Ministry of Personnel really isn’t suitable for him. If Minister Song has a way, why not have Young Master Song transferred back to the Imperial Academy? That would be better than wasting his time at the Ministry of Personnel.”

Hearing this, Song Wan lowered her eyes slightly.

She knew Madam Bai was showing goodwill, and she also knew that Elder Brother would face many more difficulties at the Ministry of Personnel than at the Imperial Academy. But Madam Bai’s words clearly had hidden meaning.

Although Madam Bai’s husband was only a minor Fifth Rank Vice Director at the Ministry of Personnel, hardly worthy of the Song family’s attention, Madam Bai’s birth father was the teacher of Guo Qing, the Left Vice Minister of Personnel. Guo Qing had always respected his teachers and held Madam Bai’s father in high esteem, visiting him during ordinary festivals and holidays.

What Song Wan had her eye on from the very beginning was Guo Qing’s connection. She wanted to help Song Fu establish a relationship with Guo Qing.

Elder Brother’s personality was proud—he disdained doing such things. But she had no choice but to plan for Song Fu.

After thinking for a moment, Song Wan said: “Is someone making things difficult for my elder brother?”

Madam Bai smiled faintly and did not answer.

Song Wan didn’t press further. Instead, she smiled and brought up Miss Bai: “Miss Bai is born graceful and has such a gentle temperament. That godlike embroidery skill of hers makes even me envious. I don’t know which estate will have the good fortune to marry such a young lady as Miss Bai.”

Madam Bai laughed heartily: “In previous years, quite a few families came to propose marriage, but I truly couldn’t bear to part with her. I wanted to keep her a few more years, but with one delay after another, the marriage matter was postponed.”

“I wonder what kind of family Madam Bai favors? If I know someone suitable, perhaps I could help recommend them.”

Madam Bai held Song Wan’s hand intimately: “It doesn’t matter what official position the family holds. I only hope the man has higher seniority, so that after marrying over, she won’t have to be constrained. Though my daughter has a gentle temperament, she’s also rather timid. She strictly observes propriety in ordinary matters and only knows to play with needles and thread in her room every day. If the man has higher seniority, is a few years older, and is more steady, that would be even better.”

“…”

So she had her eye on the Lan family.

The Bai family’s status was truly rather low. Without someone to act as matchmaker, even though the Lan family was currently just a merchant household, it would be very difficult to catch their eye.

Song Wan frowned slightly. After a long while, she said: “My elder brother does know such a man. I’ll need to ask my elder brother about this matter.”

Madam Bai’s face showed delight: “Of course, of course. If Young Master Song can pull this red thread for my Zhu’er, he would be the great benefactor of our Bai family. This kindness—our Bai family will certainly repay it.”

Song Wan’s lips curved slightly. It seemed that the marriage between the Bai and Lan families could only succeed and must not fail.

Chapter 48: Backing
After singing in the crabapple garden for most of the day, the guests invited to today’s banquet finally arrived one after another.

Song Wan and Madam Jiang welcomed the female guests toward Luling Courtyard for the meal. But as soon as they entered the courtyard, everyone froze at the entrance.

The vast courtyard had not a single table or chair. At the very front, a large platform had been erected, piled high with abundant flowers and standing red silk scrolls bearing the characters “Huanyan Pavilion.” In front were arranged rows of long tables, covered entirely with extravagantly shaped and luxuriously priced rouge and powder cosmetics.

On the left and right sides of the courtyard were also arranged entire rows of long tables, laden with every kind of delicacy and refreshment imaginable—the sight was quite spectacular.

Song Wan looked at Lin Jiayue standing in the center of the large platform with a face full of joy, and pressed her lips together slightly.

Heng Zhi was startled when she saw the scene in the courtyard, then said: “Is this how Lin Yiniang manages the estate’s household affairs? This is simply absurd.”

Song Wan glanced back at her. Heng Zhi lowered her head: “This servant has overstepped.”

Song Wan knew that Heng Zhi was deliberately exposing that the estate was controlled by Lin Yiniang in front of all the capital’s madams to extricate her from the situation.

Song Wan lowered her eyes and said apologetically to everyone: “This is Wan’er’s failure in managing the household, causing such a farce.”

Hearing this, Madam Jiang seemed to suddenly react, hurriedly pressing her forehead: “What misfortune for the family, what misfortune…”

No matter how much Madam Jiang wanted silver, she never could have imagined that Lin Jiayue’s behavior would be so unseemly.

What was this supposed to be? Not only were the banquet foods displayed in the open air, but there wasn’t even a single chair? Could it be that Lin Jiayue’s so-called “large sum of silver to be earned today” meant that these madams could only get a chair and eat hot food after buying her rouge and powder?

As soon as this thought surfaced in her mind, Madam Jiang felt her old face burning fiercely.

How did that little harlot have the face to do such a thing?

Just thinking about the scornful looks from everyone shortly, Madam Jiang’s vision went dark. She conveniently closed her eyes and pretended to faint.

With such a shameful incident occurring, she absolutely could not bear this responsibility.

Those invited to today’s banquet were all matriarchs of various prominent families in the capital. Having managed households for a lifetime, how could they not see through Madam Jiang’s thoughts? One after another, suppressing their contempt, they pointed to the maids beside them to go forward and help, while they themselves stood at the courtyard entrance and refused to take another step forward.

Seeing Madam Jiang collapse straight away upon entering the courtyard, Lin Jiayue on the platform hurriedly ran before everyone.

Song Wan had the maid beside her summon the estate physician and escort Madam Jiang away. Then she curtsied to everyone: “Today, it is Wan’er who failed to properly receive you all. My mother-in-law’s health is unwell, so this banquet… shall be dismissed.”

“Song Wan, what are you saying?”

Seeing that her product launch hadn’t even begun before Song Wan declared it over, Lin Jiayue glared at her with furrowed brows.

She had written countless versions of the script for today’s launch event. Every sentence had been carefully considered. Even today’s products had been selected and re-selected, and she had even taken out her store’s treasure to prepare an auction segment. Now, with one sentence from Song Wan, over half a month’s effort was directly nullified.

“Presumptuous.”

Before Song Wan could speak, an old woman leaning on a gold-inlaid agate walking stick spoke sternly: “How does Lianjin manage the marquis estate? A concubine of lowly birth actually dares to shout at a proper mistress? Is this how she has ruined the marquis estate’s discipline and reputation after Qingzhou’s passing?”

Lianjin was Old Madam Jiang’s given name, while Qingzhou was the courtesy name of the old marquis.

When Song Wan heard this elderly woman address Old Madam Jiang this way, she knew she must be the Old Grand Lady of Duke Yuanguo’s estate—the old marquis’s great-aunt.

“Great-Aunt Grandmother, please calm your anger. It’s not worth harming your health.”

That elderly woman glanced at Song Wan, feeling dissatisfied in her heart.

Three generations of mistresses in the entire City-Yang Marquis Estate were all worthless, allowing such an unsuitable creature to swagger about—truly losing face for their Jiang family.

The Old Grand Lady of Duke Yuanguo grew angrier the more she thought about it. She struck her walking stick heavily on the ground, turned without looking back, and returned home.

Seeing this, the female guests smiled apologetically at Song Wan, greeted her, offered a few comforting words, and then left one after another. In less than the time it takes to burn a stick of incense, they had all departed cleanly. Lin Jiayue tried to stop them several times without success. Just as she was preparing to rush toward Song Wan, Song Wan had already left Luling Courtyard with Heng Zhi.

As soon as they left the courtyard, Song Wan said: “Go find some young maids…”

She whispered a few words in Heng Zhi’s ear. Hearing this, Heng Zhi nodded and hurried away.

While the female guests had all dispersed on this side, Jiang Xingjian in the outer courtyard also had a face dark with fury.

“The three guests symbolize the three celestial bodies, seating on four sides symbolizes the four seasons. The host honors the guests, thus seats the guests in the northwest…”

“The guests receive people with righteousness, the host receives people with benevolence, thus sits in the southeast.”

“These protocols have been established since ancient times. The seating and conduct of hosts and guests all have fixed rules. How is it that when these ancestral rules reach you, Jiang Xingjian, they can be discarded and abandoned? Among today’s guests, all ages are present. Do you intend to have Minister Song, who has passed his fiftieth year, and my great-grandson stand together scrambling for food? What kind of propriety is this?”

“Jiang Xingjian, you go too far!”

The court censor, Minister Fang, finished his scolding tirade, flicked his sleeves and left. Behind him followed a middle-aged man with a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“The City-Yang Marquis has quite the airs. I am impressed.”

That man left, and then a white-bearded elder stepped forward: “I don’t ask that the world achieve universal care for the young and respect for elders, or ruler benevolence and minister loyalty, but a family like the City-Yang Marquis Estate should at least know how to write the four characters of propriety, righteousness, integrity, and shame. Lord Marquis Jiang, conduct yourself well.”

Song Lan’an and his son Song Fu stood in the distance. Song Lan’an’s face was solemn. Seeing this scene, he said coldly: “What a pity for Wan’er.”

Song Fu’s face was full of cold anger, looking at Jiang Xingjian with an unfriendly expression.

The male guests who came to the banquet left one after another with cold faces. After leaving the marquis estate and meeting up with their own female family members, they began to scold bitterly.

Madam Sun was severely reproached by Minister Sun. Madam Sun clutched her handkerchief and said in a low voice: “The marquis and madam knew nothing about today’s events. It was all caused by the little concubine the estate brought back.”

“After all, she’s something from a small household who can’t rise to the occasion. Not only is she shallow-minded, but after gaining a bit of power, she became arrogant.”

Minister Sun said: “How could Song Lan’an’s daughter be unable to handle even a concubine? And let her cause such chaos? That Jiang Xingjian is also a worthless fool. I don’t agree to Xiuxiu’s marriage with the marquis estate. Such a family—no matter how wealthy and noble, I will not form a marriage alliance with them.”

“Making such a spectacle, losing all face.”

Hearing this, Madam Sun hurriedly explained: “I wasn’t going for the City-Yang Marquis Estate with this marriage. Besides, didn’t you also say before that Jiang Yan was talented? That he matched Xiuxiu perfectly?”

Seeing Minister Sun remain silent, as if weighing the matter, Madam Sun sighed softly: “Moreover, today’s matter cannot be blamed on Song Wan. It’s not that she’s incompetent, it’s really…”

Madam Sun pointed upward at the carriage roof: “That one in the palace is troublesome.”

“Consort Jiang?”

“Mm. When coming out just now, I heard several little maids from the marquis estate whispering. If not for Consort Jiang’s backing, how would that concubine dare to be so arrogant?”

Minister Sun’s sword-like brows shot up: “What a fool. With such a birth mother, the Fifth Prince cannot achieve great things…”

Chapter 49: Schemes
The grand banquet had ended before it even began. Jiang Xingjian’s face was so dark it could practically drip water.

He strode toward the rear courtyard, just about to find Lin Jiayue to demand an explanation, but as soon as he walked through the inner gate, she threw herself at him.

“Jiang Xingjian, you must control Song Wan!”

Lin Jiayue clutched his sleeve indignantly: “I don’t know if she’s jealous of me, afraid I’ll earn silver for the marquis estate. My event hadn’t even started before Song Wan spoke up and drove all the guests away. I told you she had no good intentions, yet you keep defending her everywhere…”

“Enough.”

Jiang Xingjian grabbed Lin Jiayue’s wrist and said in a low voice: “What did you do with today’s grand banquet? Why were all the estate’s dishes placed in the courtyard, and why were there no tables or chairs?”

“You’re hurting me.”

Shaking off Jiang Xingjian’s hand, Lin Jiayue said: “This is a buffet. Buffets help people communicate and build relationships. Everyone can directly interact with whoever they want to talk to—isn’t that much more convenient than sitting in chairs?”

Jiang Xingjian gritted his teeth: “Why didn’t you say so earlier?”

Lin Jiayue smiled: “I wanted to give you a stunning surprise. How was it? Were all the guests very pleased?”

Jiang Xingjian was about to say that the rules for receiving guests were numerous—how hosts and guests should walk, how to take seats, how to arrange seniority and status all had fixed rules. Who sits east and who sits west, the ethical positions were especially taboo. Her reckless behavior had caused the marquis estate to lose face, which was a minor matter. Being impeached tomorrow would be the major issue.

But before the words could leave his mouth, Song Wan walked over from a distance.

Lin Jiayue’s face darkened. Just as she was about to speak, Song Wan spoke first: “I have something to say. Let’s go to Lanting Courtyard.”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together. When he saw Song Wan, his face suddenly felt intensely hot.

Just days ago, in front of Madam Jiang and her, he had sworn with absolute certainty that Lin Jiayue could handle all the estate’s various affairs. Who could have imagined this slap would come so hard and fast?

Jiang Xingjian took a deep breath and strode after her. Lin Jiayue pouted and reluctantly followed as well.

The three had just arrived at Lanting Courtyard when Concubine Zhou and Jiang Jing followed them in. Concubine Zhou’s heart was anxious. Protecting Jiang Jing, she quietly inquired: “What has happened?”

Having the maids in the room brew tea, Song Wan said: “I asked Concubine Zhou to come today to discuss Third Sister’s marriage with the Lan family.”

“How is Jing’er’s marriage with the Lan family? Is the Lan family dissatisfied about something?”

Song Wan said: “Madam Lan was very satisfied with Third Sister. I just don’t know why Third Sister herself refused this marriage.”

“I… I didn’t.”

Concubine Zhou suddenly grabbed Jiang Jing. Jiang Jing said timidly: “I didn’t refuse this marriage. I just… I just…”

“Third Sister need not be nervous.”

Song Wan said indifferently: “I arranged the marriage with the Lan family. Whether it succeeds or not, I must inform the estate. Third Sister need not be afraid.”

Hearing Song Wan’s words, Concubine Zhou was so angry she forcefully slapped Jiang Jing twice: “Why don’t you apologize to your sister-in-law? The Lan family is such a good household, yet you don’t want it—what kind do you want? Do you know how much effort your sister-in-law made for your marriage with Young Master Lan? A marriage match isn’t so easily arranged. You say you don’t want it just like that—what were you thinking?”

Concubine Zhou’s birth was undistinguished, but Jiang Jing was her only daughter. Ever since she heard that Song Wan had arranged the Lan family marriage for her, she had exhausted all her silver to have people inquire everywhere about the Lan family and that Young Master Lan.

Though she only heard a general outline, she knew this was an extremely good match. If Song Wan didn’t truly care for them, mother and daughter, she wouldn’t have been so attentive in selecting such a family.

Now Song Wan’s words clearly meant she was washing her hands of the matter. Besides her in the estate, who else had the ability to select someone better than the Lan family for Jiang Jing?

Concubine Zhou’s only wish was that her daughter could marry well and not walk her old path. Now with her hopes dashed, she actually burst into tears in front of everyone.

Seeing her birth mother crying in pain, Jiang Jing’s eyes also reddened: “Yiniang, don’t cry. Won’t you think about it—how could such a good marriage with the Lan family possibly fall upon me? Why would such a good marriage fall upon me?”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s hand holding the teacup paused. But Heng Wu was filled with anger by Jiang Jing’s words: “What kind of talk is this, Third Miss? Do you mean my young lady deliberately selected a lowly family to humiliate you? What kind of face does Third Miss have to deserve such attention from my young lady?”

“What’s going on? The marriage between Jiang Jing and the Lan family has fallen through?”

Jiang Xingjian frowned. Song Wan looked up and smiled: “Why don’t you ask Lin Yiniang directly about this?”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue snorted coldly: “Yes, it was I who told Third Sister to refuse the Lan family marriage. So what?”

“I’ll tear your mouth apart!”

Concubine Zhou, who had been crying in pain, suddenly rushed before Lin Jiayue, her face contorted as she pulled and tugged at her. As they say, mothers are strong for their children. This woman who had been weak all her life finally showed some backbone today.

Lin Jiayue was so frightened she hid behind Jiang Xingjian: “Have you lost your mind? Song Wan arranged the match between Jiang Jing and the Lan family only to do a favor for Song Fu. Do you really think she cares about Jiang Jing’s wellbeing?”

“What are you saying? Have you gone mad?”

Watching Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue start arguing again, Song Wan spoke coldly: “More words are useless. I called you all here today merely to inform you that the marriage alliance with the Lan family cannot be formed. Don’t ask me about it again in the future. As for Third Sister’s marriage…”

“I’m afraid I lack the ability to select anyone better than the Lan family.”

“As for whether you want to argue or cause a scene, please do as you wish. Just not in my courtyard.”

Setting down the teacup, Song Wan said “see the guests out” and returned alone to her bedchamber.

Outside the room, Concubine Zhou was still crying and begging, Jiang Jing was advising from the side, and Lin Jiayue was shouting at the top of her lungs that she would find an even better marriage for Jiang Jing. Jiang Xingjian looked at the farce before him, feeling the veins on his forehead throbbing. For a moment, he didn’t even know which person’s which matter he should handle first.

Heng Wu, with a stern face, sent away those who should be driven away and persuaded those who should leave to depart. When she returned to Song Wan’s side, Song Wan was already lying on the beauty couch with her eyes closed, resting.

“Miss, with Lin Yiniang causing such a scene today, what should we do?”

Song Wan lifted her head and pressed her brow: “The marquis estate… is finished.”

“I originally thought that although Lin Jiayue was foolish, at most she would only cause some harmless jokes. I didn’t know the disasters she creates would be more thorny each time.”

Lü Zhu came forward to gently massage Song Wan’s head and neck.

“After this incident, the young master probably won’t trust Lin Yiniang again. Consort Jiang… shouldn’t continue supporting her either, right?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together, thinking about something. After a long while, she murmured: “Madam Bai said Elder Brother is having difficulties at the Ministry of Personnel. Besides Jiang Man, no one would make things difficult everywhere for a Deputy Director who hasn’t even entered the ranks yet.”

Looking at the crudely carved wooden figure placed by the bed, Song Wan was silent for a moment before saying: “Spread word that Consort Jiang promoted Lin Jiayue and had her manage the marquis estate’s household affairs. Make sure to bind the two of them tightly together.”

“Miss.”

Nanny Zhao disapproved: “You should take this opportunity to completely take down Lin Yiniang. It would be best to report to Old Madam and have her drive that little harlot out of the estate. Only then can you and the young master live harmoniously and lovingly together in the future.”

“Why bind that little harlot together with Consort Jiang? Won’t that only increase her arrogance even more?”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi murmured: “Miss… is doing this for the eldest young master.”

Song Wan took Heng Zhi’s hand and smiled gently.

She was doing this not only for Elder Brother, but also for Aunt and the Third Prince.

Lin Jiayue was a disaster. Binding her together with Jiang Man would only implicate the marquis estate and Jiang Man in the future, especially since the matter of Huanyan Pavilion using lead powder hadn’t yet been exposed…

If Consort Jiang fared poorly, her aunt and Elder Brother would fare well.

As for how she and Jiang Xingjian would be in the future…

Song Wan lowered her eyes. It was truly better left unmentioned.

Chapter 50: Angry
“Madam has awakened and says she wants to see Miss.”

Song Wan had just rested on the beauty couch for a while. Hearing these words, she could only get up, change clothes, and go to Jiangxiang Courtyard.

As soon as she entered the courtyard, she saw Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue arguing intensely. But when both of them saw her, they simultaneously closed their mouths, appearing quite in sync.

“You’ve come.”

Jiang Xingjian spoke coldly. Song Wan only responded lightly before entering Madam Jiang’s room.

“How exactly are you managing the household? That creature turned the estate’s grand banquet into such a spectacle—did you not know anything, not ask anything about it?”

Song Wan had barely stepped one foot into Madam Jiang’s bedchamber when Madam Jiang propped herself up and sternly rebuked her: “The marquis estate’s household management was entrusted to you. Is this how careless you are? Old Madam and I placed our trust in you—now tell me, what have you done?”

“A perfectly good grand banquet, yet you made the guests from various estates stand while dining. Our marquis estate’s century-old reputation has been destroyed. Can you bear this responsibility?”

Song Wan lowered her head, momentarily speechless.

Madam Jiang had a bandage wrapped around her head. Her cheeks and lips were an unhealthy white. She must have understood the severity of the banquet’s failure during this time and truly had fallen ill from distress.

“Mother’s rebuke is justified. It is Wan’er’s incompetence.”

“You…”

She admitted fault so quickly that it left Madam Jiang speechless.

After a long while, Madam Jiang said with a sobbing voice: “Yi’er suffered at the border for so many years. These six years—who knows how difficult they were for him. He finally managed to endure until returning to the marquis estate. How is it that you all, one after another, cannot let him be at ease and save him some trouble?”

“He just inherited the title and already lost face. How will he establish himself at court in the future?”

“Men are busy with external affairs. How can you not even handle this bean-sized inner courtyard? He works hard every day—must he also worry about and manage inner courtyard matters?”

“Mother’s rebuke is justified.”

Song Wan stood obediently to the side. No matter what Madam Jiang said, she only replied with “Wan’er knows her mistake,” which blocked Madam Jiang’s chest with frustration—a breath stuck, unable to go up or come down.

With fire in her heart, Madam Jiang couldn’t help but complain about Song Wan: “You are, after all, a daughter raised and taught by the Song family. You can’t even properly handle a mere concubine? The daughters the Song family produces are nothing more than this.”

“Mother.”

Jiang Xingjian entered from outside, just in time to hear his mother disparaging the Song family. His brows furrowed tightly, guilt rising in his heart.

This matter had nothing to do with Song Wan to begin with. What face did they have to attack the Song family?

Jiang Xingjian had intended to explain, but he heard Song Wan say: “Wan’er knows Mother is anxious, but Mother need not worry too much. Although today’s grand banquet differed from the past, Wan’er feels that what Lin Yiniang did also broke the old stale conventions, was even more unconventional, and wasn’t dull or tasteless.”

“You…”

Madam Jiang frowned, growing even angrier.

Days ago, Song Wan had indeed said that estate customs could not be broken, yet this was how she responded to her forceful recommendation that Lin Jiayue handle the grand banquet.

But how could she have known that Lin Jiayue would go so mad?

Madam Jiang stood up, her face full of anger: “Are you now blaming me?”

“Wan’er wouldn’t dare.”

Song Wan curtsied and did not rise for a long time.

Jiang Xingjian took a deep breath, apologized to Madam Jiang, and pulled Song Wan out of Jiangxiang Courtyard.

As soon as they left the courtyard, Song Wan broke free from Jiang Xingjian.

“Today’s events have nothing to do with you. You need not take them to heart.”

Song Wan nodded: “I know.”

Jiang Xingjian said: “Regarding Third Sister’s marriage with the Lan family, I must trouble you to put in more effort. This marriage with the Lan family cannot be broken.”

“The marriage with the Lan family likely cannot succeed. Today, Third Sister stepped on Madam Lan’s face in front of all the madams. If the marquis estate forcefully pushes this marriage alliance, it won’t be forming a kinship but rather forming a feud.”

Song Wan’s tone was indifferent, making Jiang Xingjian feel uncomfortable.

Half a month ago, when she brought up the marquis estate’s future, she still appeared deeply concerned and caring. How had her attitude toward Jiang Jing become so cold in just these few days?

Jiang Xingjian didn’t understand. He could only forcefully suppress the unease in his heart and say: “If the Lan family doesn’t work out, which other family in the capital do you think would be more suitable?”

“Has Husband forgotten…”

Song Wan lifted her eyes, staring directly into Jiang Xingjian’s eyes and enunciating each word: “I said that I’m powerless regarding Third Sister’s marriage. Why must Husband force me to do the impossible?”

“Are you angry?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, momentarily not knowing how to face this version of Song Wan.

In his heart, Song Wan had always been obedient. Though somewhat cold, she had always been understanding and magnanimous in important matters, never throwing tantrums. Especially when facing his and the marquis estate’s future, she had always been cautious and attentive in every detail.

“What does Husband think Wan’er should be angry about?”

Song Wan laughed lightly, watching Jiang Xingjian’s face alternate between pale and flushed, her eyes gradually growing cold.

He delayed sharing a room with her, making her a laughingstock among the estate’s servants, causing Madam Jiang to look down on her due to his disregard. Jiang Man, a married woman, reached in to control the estate’s household management. Not only did everyone in the marquis estate show no resistance, they actually defended and indulged a consort’s interference in her natal family’s affairs everywhere.

Jiang Xingjian clearly knew Lin Jiayue was frivolous and could never properly manage the estate’s grand banquet, yet he still allowed her to hold power over the inner estate. She had painstakingly planned Jiang Jing’s marriage, only for it to be ruined by a few instigating words. He casually said “the marriage with the Lan family cannot be broken”…

Now, he came to ask her if she was angry?

As Song Wan thought about it, she almost laughed out loud.

“Wan’er has matters to attend to. I won’t disturb Husband any longer.”

Without caring about Jiang Xingjian’s reaction, Song Wan turned and left, without a trace of reluctance.

After the grand banquet, both Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang fell ill.

Old Madam Jiang’s health had never been good to begin with. Everyone in the estate had concealed the banquet matter from her, so she still didn’t know that Lin Jiayue had caused a great disaster. Madam Jiang’s prolonged illness was because Jiang Xingjian had ultimately been impeached.

A censor impeached him for acting perversely, tampering with propriety and ritual, ruining the reputation of noble families, falsely cultivating a clean reputation while actually associating with wolves and tigers, and embezzling wealth to advance improperly, among other charges.

It was said that originally, Consort Jiang had requested an actual position for Jiang Xingjian from His Majesty. After being impeached, Jiang Xingjian was granted by His Majesty the position of Director of the Shanglin Park Administration.

The Shanglin Park Administration was in charge of raising cattle, sheep, and pigs; breeding chickens, ducks, and geese; planting flowers, fruit trees, seasonal vegetables, and melons—an extremely leisurely sinecure.

The day the imperial decree arrived, the estate’s main kitchen didn’t even prepare meals. The entire marquis estate was silent, save for Xiuyan Pavilion where there seemed to be some kind of argument.

But Song Wan was too lazy to care. She was currently busy with other matters.

Because she had previously sent people everywhere to spread word of the relationship between Jiang Man and Lin Jiayue, Huanyan Pavilion’s business was actually quite good.

It wasn’t because Lin Jiayue’s rouge and powder were particularly well-made, but rather because most people wanted to use this opportunity to curry favor with Consort Jiang.

Listening to Heng Zhi report the outer courtyard’s accounts, Song Wan smiled without speaking.

“That Huanyan Pavilion’s revenue is almost catching up to the ice shop.”

“No matter.”

Song Wan smiled faintly: “The bigger this business spreads, the better.”

Just as she was calculating when to find an opportunity to introduce the two madams from the Bai and Lan families, Song Wan heard tearful crying sounds from outside the courtyard. It was Concubine Zhou coming to plead again.

Song Wan frowned, then after a moment said: “Let them, mother and daughter, come in.”

Xiang Cao went outside to announce them. Before long, Concubine Zhou and Jiang Jing walked in. Behind them also followed Lin Jiayue with a cold, mocking expression on her face.

Chapter 51: Chamber Maid
“Hurry and apologize to your sister-in-law!”

As soon as Concubine Zhou entered the room, her eyes reddened as she pushed Jiang Jing forward. Seeing this, Jiang Jing fought back her tears and knelt before Song Wan.

The young girl cried, “It’s Jing’er who was petty and wronged sister-in-law. Please, sister-in-law, be magnanimous and forgive Jing’er this once.”

“That’s right, First Madam. Please don’t hold it against her. A young lady’s marriage prospects are paramount—if she can’t secure a good match, her entire life will be ruined. Please, in your great magnanimity, don’t quibble with a mere child, all right?”

Concubine Zhou’s legs went weak as she moved to kneel, but Heng Wu caught her and pulled her back up.

Heng Wu had a fiery temperament, and these past few days she’d already been holding back until her liver and lungs ached. Today, seeing Lin Jiayue walk in swaying her waist and hips as if nothing had happened, she could no longer contain the rage in her heart.

She raised her voice with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes: “If Third Miss wants to kneel to our mistress, let her kneel—with the mistress’s seniority, Third Miss won’t lose anything by kneeling once. But what is Concubine Zhou doing? You’re at least half an elder to our mistress. Are you trying to give our mistress a reputation for cruelly oppressing her father-in-law’s chamber woman, or are you secretly trying to steal away our mistress’s fortune?”

“Miss Heng Wu speaks too harshly. I have no such intentions.”

Concubine Zhou began crying again.

“Concubine Zhou, please stop crying. Third Sister, please rise as well. I cannot accept this kowtow from you both.”

Song Wan helped them up and had Lv Zhu bring handkerchiefs and brew calming tea for them.

“Is Concubine Lin looking for me about something?”

Lin Jiayue’s lips curved in a shallow smile, though the mirth never reached her eyes.

These past few days, she and Jiang Xingjian had been quarreling fiercely—Jiang Xingjian had even moved out of Xiuyan Pavilion. All because she’d organized a buffet, and he’d given her the cold shoulder for over half a month. She was truly furious.

But furious as she was, she couldn’t let Song Wan take advantage of this opportunity to worm her way in.

“What are you saying, Madam? Imperial Consort Jiang has issued an oral decree for Jiayue to help you manage the Marquis Estate. These past days, Jiayue has been busy with Huanyan Studio matters. Now that Huanyan Studio’s business is thriving, I’ve found time to come share your burden.”

“Jiayue is slow-witted. If I do anything wrong, please don’t hold it against me.”

Heng Wu cast a strange glance at Lin Jiayue but didn’t voice any curses. Her explosive, coal-like temperament managing to restrain itself made Lin Jiayue somewhat puzzled.

“Give Concubine Lin a seat.”

As Lin Jiayue watched Song Wan’s indifferent, unruffled expression, she suddenly had the strange feeling that this person had been waiting for her to come all along.

“Concubine Zhou…”

Looking at Concubine Zhou’s red, swollen eyelids, Song Wan’s tone softened by three degrees: “Third Sister’s marriage arrangement with the Lan family is certainly off. You needn’t be so heartbroken. Nothing was ever confirmed in the first place—just pretend this matter never happened.”

“Ha.”

Lin Jiayue laughed coldly from the side, but unexpectedly, no one in the entire room paid her any attention.

“Can’t First Madam think of another way to help Jing’er? I’ve asked Jing’er—she didn’t really do anything wrong that day. She simply didn’t respond immediately when Madam Lan called to her. If you explain things properly to Madam Lan, with her magnanimity, she won’t hold it against Jing’er.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s expression grew much lighter. She said faintly, “Then what does Concubine Zhou think I should explain?”

“Just say that Jing’er didn’t hear her that day, or that Jing’er is young and doesn’t know proper etiquette, but has since returned home to study the rules thoroughly…”

“Though the Lan family are merchants, they’re of official lineage. Lan Yunhe, as the clan patriarch’s uncle, holds extremely high seniority—I needn’t elaborate further. Do you think Madam Lan would accept a young lady who only began learning proper etiquette right before her wedding to become her aunt-in-law?”

“He’s just a man she’s never met before. If this marriage falls through, just find another one. Third Sister is a young lady who isn’t ugly—I’ve yet to see any young lady who can’t find a match.”

“Ptui!”

As soon as Lin Jiayue finished speaking, Concubine Zhou spat in her face: “You think all the young ladies under heaven are as shameless as you, lying with men without matchmaker or betrothal? If not for you, you home-wrecker, would my Jing’er be in this situation?”

Concubine Zhou’s eyes were blood-red—she’d cried herself dry these past days: “What kind of person is Young Master Lan? The Lan family has immense wealth. If my Jing’er married in, she’d be the highest-ranking person in the entire Lan household. She’d have no mother-in-law above her, no sisters-in-law below. Even the Lan clan patriarch would have to call my Jing’er ‘Aunt.'”

“Young Master Lan bought a five-courtyard residence at Guangqu Gate years ago, planning to establish his own household after marriage.”

“If Jing’er married in, she’d be a wealthy mistress. Such a blessed fate, and you’ve completely ruined it!”

“You only think about the Lan family’s wealth. Why don’t you consider what kind of person Young Master Lan is? No matter how wealthy he is, if he takes many wives and concubines in the future, Jiang Jing won’t be happy after marrying him!”

“Ptui!”

Concubine Zhou shouted loudly: “The union of yin and yang is the way of heaven and earth. What man in this world doesn’t take concubines? If my Jing’er marries into the Lan family as the principal wife, even if Young Master Lan takes concubines, no one can supplant my Jing’er.”

“I understand now—you must be of lowborn origins and serve as a concubine yourself, so you can’t bear to see my Jing’er become a principal wife. That’s why you’re so malicious, instigating her to lose this marriage. I’ll tear your skin off!”

“You’re insane.”

Lin Jiayue glared at Concubine Zhou, too lazy to bother with this shrew.

Song Wan sipped her tea on the side, paying no mind whatsoever to the farce before her.

Outside Lanting Courtyard’s gates, the commotion was fierce. A matron stood there leading a small maid, her face full of awkwardness, as if she had something to say but didn’t know how to begin.

“Concubine Zheng.”

Heng Zhi called out in greeting. Upon seeing Concubine Zheng, Concubine Zhou immediately fell silent and stood to the side with Jiang Jing.

Concubine Zheng walked in with swaying hips, followed by a small maid wearing a silver hairpin. The little maid appeared timid and quite delicate.

Upon seeing her, Concubine Zhou lost her voice, her heart both angry and anxious at being seen in such an embarrassing state.

Years ago, she had been quite favored by the Old Marquis. If Concubine Zheng hadn’t used schemes to steal away her favor, how would she only have one daughter, Jiang Jing? Thinking of how Concubine Zheng had both sons and daughters, Concubine Zhou felt sourness seeping through her very bones.

“Greetings to First Madam. I’ve come today to trouble First Madam with a matter.”

Song Wan said gently, “Please speak, Concubine Zheng.”

Adjusting the golden hairpin on her head, Concubine Zheng smiled radiantly: “It’s about my son Jiang Ang. He’s ten years old now, and I thought he’s reached the age where someone should be arranged for his chamber. That’s why I selected this clever little maid—I want her to serve as Ang’er’s chamber maid.”

“According to the estate’s rules, anyone elevated to chamber maid or concubine must be registered. I thought I’d mention it to First Madam—whenever you have time, could you help me add this maid’s name to the register?”

Once elevated to chamber maid or concubine, they would receive monthly stipends. As Concubine Zheng spoke, she smiled and handed the little maid’s birth certificate to Song Wan.

Song Wan had just accepted it and was about to nod when Lin Jiayue suddenly shot to her feet with a screech, her voice shrill: “Chamber woman? Concubine?”

She snatched the birth certificate from Song Wan’s hand and carefully calculated the birth date and time written on it, her face turning iron-blue: “Are you all sick? Making a ten-year-old child take a concubine? Marrying him to a thirteen or fourteen-year-old concubine? You’re insane. I don’t agree.”

With that, Lin Jiayue tore the birth certificate in her hands to shreds.

Chapter 52: Gloating
Lin Jiayue’s actions were too abrupt, leaving everyone in the room stunned in place.

When Concubine Zhou came to her senses, she subtly covered her lips.

Realizing she wasn’t the only victim harmed by that home-wrecker, the pain in Concubine Zhou’s heart inexplicably eased somewhat.

After the Old Marquis passed away, Concubine Zheng, like Concubine Zhou, had begun living a secluded, reclusive life. Being treated so suddenly by Lin Jiayue now left her momentarily dazed, blinking her eyes dryly.

“What are you doing?”

The first to speak was actually the little maid wearing the silver hairpin.

The little maid knitted her delicate brows and stared with round eyes, looking at Lin Jiayue in confusion: “Why did you tear up my birth certificate for no reason?”

“I’m trying to save you. Are you stupid?”

Lin Jiayue threw the birth certificate in her hand to the ground and furiously berated Song Wan: “What are your intentions? Is harming young girls entertaining to you? She’s only in her teens—why should she become a chamber maid to a ten-year-old boy?”

“Her life hasn’t even begun and you’re going to ruin it. Are you even human?”

Song Wan raised an eyebrow, not knowing why Lin Jiayue was having another fit of madness.

“You get out of the way.”

Lin Jiayue only felt someone grip her shoulders tightly before roughly shoving her aside.

Concubine Zheng steadied the precariously swaying hairpin on her head, her face vicious: “What business is it of yours that I’m taking a chamber maid for the Fourth Young Master of the estate? Besides, Xiang Mei is already my chamber woman. What are you going crazy about? Unless your shameless bones are itching so badly you want to serve in the Fourth Young Master’s chambers too? Ptui! You lowborn thing—take a good look and see if our Fourth Young Master would even want you!”

Concubine Zhou’s eyes had been brimming with tears earlier, but seeing Concubine Zheng curse as viciously and harshly as she had in her youth, the last bit of resentment in her heart vanished completely.

If the timing weren’t so inappropriate, she really wanted to applaud and have Concubine Zheng curse a few more foul words.

“You want to obstruct Third Miss’s marriage, and now you want to obstruct Fourth Young Master from taking a chamber maid. Why don’t you take a piss and look at yourself—what are you to dare meddle in my, Zheng Rujuan’s, affairs? Does Chengyang Marquis Estate—does First Madam’s Lanting Courtyard—allow you to point fingers and lord it over everyone?”

After Concubine Zheng finished speaking, she pulled the silver hairpin from her head and stabbed it toward Lin Jiayue’s arm.

Lin Jiayue cried out, her eyes reddening from the pain.

“Enough! What do you think this place is? Does it permit you all to run wild?”

Nanny Zhao shouted angrily. Concubine Zheng whimpered and collapsed to the ground with the momentum, clutching her chest with tears streaming down as she looked at Song Wan.

Song Wan only felt that ever since Jiang Xingjian returned to the estate, her head had been constantly aching and never getting better.

Silently glancing at Concubine Zheng, Song Wan’s ears grew hot.

In all her years, this was the first time she’d witnessed someone curse so foully in a quarrel and throw such practiced tantrums.

It truly left one… at a complete loss.

After a moment of silence, Song Wan addressed the little maid who was equally panicked about where to look: “Are you willing to be taken into Fourth Young Master’s chambers as a chamber maid?”

The little maid knelt on the ground and said loudly: “Reporting to First Madam, this servant is willing.”

For a servant to be taken into a master’s chambers was already the best possible path. Changing from slave status to half-master status, and if she bore a child or two in the future, her life would be complete. Even when she eventually saw her elderly parents, she would only receive praise. Only a fool would be unwilling.

Not to mention, the sooner she was elevated to chamber maid status, the sooner she could receive a monthly stipend of one tael of silver.

Xiang Mei answered very loudly, showing absolutely no reluctance at being forced. On the contrary, she displayed an eagerness wishing to immediately solidify her chamber maid status.

Lin Jiayue was angered by her lack of self-respect and furiously shouted that she didn’t agree.

“Whether you agree or not is not up to you. You’re not the one who makes decisions in this estate.”

Concubine Zheng spat, then when she turned to look at Song Wan, she once again displayed that sickly appearance of clutching her chest.

Song Wan supported her forehead, using her hand to block Concubine Zheng’s line of sight: “Since Concubine Zheng and Xiang Mei are both willing, this matter is settled. You may all leave now.”

“No one is allowed to leave.”

Lin Jiayue stretched out her arm, blocking everyone’s path: “No one is leaving today. I cannot stand by and watch you commit such unconscionable acts.”

Blood seeped from the arm wounded by the silver hairpin. Summer clothing was already light and thin, and by now blood had dripped onto the ground. Song Wan looked at the bright red on the floor and signaled Xiang Cao to help bandage it.

“In any case, today we must wait for the Marquis to return to the estate. I want to ask if he agrees with you all making a young girl become a chamber maid to some Fourth Young Master!”

Lin Jiayue pushed away Xiang Cao who had brought wound medicine and firmly blocked everyone’s path.

Song Wan was so angry her forehead throbbed, but she was helpless against her.

She truly wasn’t skilled at dealing with this kind of wild, unreasonable troublemaker.

“Fine. Since she wishes to wait, let’s wait for the Marquis to return.”

Returning to sit before her writing desk, Song Wan casually picked up a miscellaneous record to read, though no matter what she did, she couldn’t calm her mind. Even with the roomful of people making not a sound, she felt endlessly vexed.

Concubine Zheng sat on an embroidered stool with Xiang Mei. Lin Jiayue stood by the door with her arms crossed. Concubine Zhou harbored who knows what thoughts—Jiang Jing pulled at her four or five times indicating they should leave first, but she repeatedly refused.

Everyone remained in this standoff until Jiang Xingjian returned to the estate after finishing his duties at Shanglin Garden. As soon as he descended from his sedan chair, he was urged by the matrons to come to Lanting Courtyard.

“What happened?”

Upon entering, Jiang Xingjian saw Song Wan looking utterly relieved. Before he could carefully savor her anticipation of his arrival, Lin Jiayue rushed over.

“Perfect timing. I have something to discuss with you.”

Hearing Lin Jiayue’s voice, Jiang Xingjian’s brow furrowed almost imperceptibly.

“They’ve all gone mad, making a teenage girl become a chamber maid to a ten-year-old boy. Don’t you think this is utterly absurd?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his brow: “What’s the problem?”

“What’s the problem? The problem is huge!”

Lin Jiayue alternately pointed at Song Wan saying she was an accomplice to tyranny, cursed Concubine Zheng loudly for harming servants, then turned to point at Xiang Mei saying she was blinded by greed. Then she turned her abuse to saying that Jiang Ang, at such a young age, was already obsessed with lust and indulging in debauchery.

As soon as she finished speaking, Song Wan stood up. Concubine Zheng lunged forward to tear at Lin Jiayue’s mouth, while Jiang Xingjian slammed his hand on the table with a loud bang.

The tremendous sound made Lin Jiayue abruptly shut her mouth, looking at him with complete incomprehension.

“If word of today gets out, Jiang Ang will carry the reputation of being obsessed with lust for his entire life. You speak recklessly, but Jiang Ang’s future will be completely ruined. Can you please use your brain before you open your mouth?”

His voice was so severe it startled everyone.

Song Wan had never before seen Jiang Xingjian with bulging veins and bloodshot eyes.

The Jiang Xingjian she knew had always appeared warm, courteous, and bright as wind and moon. He had never lost composure like this before.

Song Wan lowered her eyes without speaking, a wave of bitterness rising in her heart.

Perhaps she and Jiang Xingjian had never truly known each other.

Lin Jiayue continued her pestering, repeatedly claiming the Marquis Estate was harming its servants. Her words made all the masters and servants in Lanting Courtyard look at her with unified disgust.

Jiang Xingjian’s head throbbed with pain.

Chengyang Marquis Estate’s reputation was already foul beyond redemption. If Lin Jiayue continued causing trouble, by tomorrow the estate would become known as a hellish purgatory of rape, plunder, and every evil deed.

“Wan’er, explain to her why we need to arrange a chamber maid for Jiang Ang.”

Jiang Xingjian admitted defeat and helplessly sought Song Wan’s aid.

Song Wan lowered her eyes to hide the disgust within them, thoroughly disappointed in both Jiang Xingjian and the entire Chengyang Marquis Estate.

Chapter 53: Setting a Trap
Before her marriage, Song Wan had thoroughly read all the books in Song Fu’s study.

She had believed that managing Chengyang Marquis Estate and handling household affairs would be as simple as drinking tea or tasting delicacies. Yet she never imagined that simply managing these household matters would exhaust her to this extent.

In the past, she prided herself on her calm temperament, but ever since encountering Lin Jiayue, she had become increasingly volatile and irritable, her state of mind unstable.

“You two may leave first. I’ll register Xiang Mei tomorrow.”

“Thank you, First Madam…”

Jiang Xingjian’s earlier demeanor had terrified Concubine Zheng and Xiang Mei. Seeing their major matter resolved, the two fled from Lanting Courtyard as if flying.

Lin Jiayue still wanted to obstruct them, but was also frightened back by a single look from Jiang Xingjian.

“As for Concubine Zhou and Third Sister… the Lan family has already selected a new candidate. You needn’t persist with the Lan family anymore. I’m also powerless regarding Third Sister’s marriage prospects. In a few days, I’ll ask Madam to help arrange viewings for Third Sister.”

Concubine Zhou was about to tearfully complain when Song Wan said: “Heng Wu, see the guests out. Until Third Sister’s marriage is settled, I will not receive Concubine Zhou again.”

Only Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue remained in the room. Song Wan contemplated briefly, then said with cool features: “Taking people into chambers for the estate’s males is an old custom, unrelated to Fourth Young Master’s character. Whether young masters, young ladies, concubines, or maids in the estate, monthly stipends are all fixed. Elevating her to chamber maid status one day earlier means Concubine Zheng’s courtyard can receive an extra estate stipend one day sooner.”

“Once requested, unless the demands are excessive, any mistress of any household would agree.”

“As for your talk of harm, that’s even more preposterous.”

Song Wan frowned, her face slightly flushed after a moment: “From when a young man of an aristocratic family… reaches sexual maturity, chamber maids or personal female attendants are arranged for him.”

“First, it allows the estate’s young masters to understand matters of desire and pleasure, so they won’t in the future become obsessed with courtesans outside the estate or sink into romantic dalliances. Second, it ensures they have the ability to continue the family line.”

“Third, once a male has a chamber maid, he changes from being a minor and is no longer presented as a child.”

“What you obstructed wasn’t simply a chamber maid, but Jiang Ang’s right to assume clan and estate positions.”

These matters—any young lady from an aristocratic family would know them, even if she were a concubine-born daughter or even a favored maid.

If Lin Jiayue hadn’t dodged quickly, Concubine Zheng’s hairpin wouldn’t have only pierced her arm. With a few more words exchanged, she might have been stabbed into a sieve by Concubine Zheng.

After saying these few sentences, Song Wan felt utterly exhausted.

Lin Jiayue had wasted an entire day of her time, yet the miscellaneous and troublesome matters in the estate wouldn’t disappear. Just thinking about it was vexing enough.

“Whether Concubine Lin is dissatisfied with Fourth Young Master taking someone into his chambers, or dissatisfied with Fourth Young Master assuming an estate position—neither is something I, an inner household woman, can comment on. Now that the Marquis is here, you may ask him yourself.”

“Today has been busy. You two should return to your courtyards and rest early.”

Bowing respectfully to Jiang Xingjian, Song Wan entered her dressing room.

Lin Jiayue’s shrill voice continued from outside. Song Wan removed the jade hairpin from her head and tossed it onto her vanity.

“Miss, I had the small kitchen stew lily bulb soup for you. Won’t you eat a bite before resting?”

Heng Zhi brought over the sweet dish. Song Wan silently shook her head, indicating she had no appetite.

Lv Zhu sympathetically helped undo her hair. Song Wan closed her eyes and said: “I don’t want to follow behind Lin Jiayue every day cleaning up the messes she creates, or explaining nonsensical ‘rules’ and ‘estate customs’ to her.”

“Spending all day being dragged along by others not only wastes time and energy but adds endless vexation. Better to use that energy planning for Elder Brother and Aunt.”

Song Wan pressed her temples: “I need to think of a way to have Lin Jiayue cause a major disaster…”

Best if she could drag down that person in the palace as well—only then could the Song household be truly secure.

With the Song household secure, she wouldn’t need to care what happened to the Marquis Estate. In any case, as long as Father and Elder Brother lived, the Marquis Estate would have to support her. Why suffer needlessly?

Heng Zhi bit her lip: “But after these several incidents, the Marquis probably won’t trust Concubine Lin anymore. With the Marquis watching over her, getting her to cause a major disaster will be somewhat difficult.”

“You speak reasonably.”

Her slender fingers tapped on the vanity. After a moment, Song Wan said: “Being and non-being produce each other; difficult and easy complete each other; long and short form each other; high and low complement each other…”

“All things in the world are mutually dependent.”

“Strength and weakness, advance and retreat, attack and defense, fortune and misfortune—all are prerequisites for one another and cannot be considered in isolation.”

“All things are born from being, being is born from non-being. Fortune contains misfortune, misfortune contains fortune. To make Lin Jiayue cause a major disaster, I must first give to her, elevate her to a high position, launch her into the clouds. Only by climbing high can she fall hard.”

“Her temperament is flamboyant. Once she has power and influence, who knows how arrogant and triumphant she’ll become. And when people become triumphant, that’s when they become dangerous.”

Song Wan propped her chin, saying lazily: “I’ll wait for an opportunity or excuse to hand over all household management to her and let her run wild a bit more.”

Nanny Zhao worried: “If you have no power at all in your hands, would that be…”

“No need to worry.”

Song Wan said: “Lin Jiayue is vulgar and profit-oriented. Though she has some crooked talent, her pride is extremely high. She’s never regarded me seriously. Though I don’t know where this confidence and certainty of hers comes from, I know that even with great power in her hands, she won’t do anything to me.”

“After all, she’s never thought much of me.”

Lin Jiayue’s displayed arrogance and superiority greatly puzzled her. Previously, she’d always thought the other woman acted this way to deceive others, but now she could confirm this person was simply obstinate and arrogant by nature.

“With her temperament, once she gains power, she’ll regard me even less and will most likely make sweeping changes to the Marquis Estate according to her own views.”

“But with her insight, temperament, and that complete lack of reverence, who knows what disasters she’ll cause.”

If Jiang Man had only made things difficult for her, Song Wan wouldn’t so quickly abandon the Marquis Estate. But Jiang Man should never have reached her hand into the Ministry of Personnel.

Moreover, today Jiang Xingjian had asked her, as the principal wife, to explain estate customs to a mere concubine—the greatest absurdity under heaven.

Unable to even show respect—such an in-law family was better discarded.

Song Wan casually gathered up her long black hair, saying carelessly: “I also want to see what Lin Jiayue will turn the Marquis Estate into after gaining power, and to what state she’ll implicate those two in the palace.”

Nanny Zhao and Heng Zhi exchanged glances. Though worried in their hearts, they all trusted their young lady.

“Whatever Miss wishes to do, go ahead and do it. Even if the sky falls, this servant will help hold it up for you.”

Song Wan smiled charmingly: “How could I bear to let you hold it up? Even if I cause trouble, there’s still Father and Elder Brother. At worst, I’ll cut my hair and return to the Song family temple to become a nun. What could the Marquis Estate do to me?”

“Ptui, ptui, ptui! Miss is speaking nonsense again.”

Gently pushing Song Wan, Nanny Zhao saw her smiling brightly but felt sourness rising in her heart.

Her young lady was so wonderful—how had she ended up marrying into Chengyang Marquis Estate?

Song Wan didn’t know Nanny Zhao’s thoughts. All her energy was devoted to pondering what excuse she should find to push household management responsibilities onto Lin Jiayue.

Yet she never imagined that within half a month, an excellent opportunity would present itself.

Chapter 54: Digging a Pit
This summer was scorching hot, and several elderly dukes and dowagers in the capital had already passed away from illness.

But receiving news of the sudden death of the eldest daughter-in-law of the Earl of Jinxiang still left Song Wan sighing with emotion.

The eldest daughter-in-law of the Earl of Jinxiang was only five or six years older than her. Before her marriage, she had even come to the Song Estate to deliver flower lanterns to Song Wan. Though the two weren’t close, they had some acquaintance.

So after receiving the news, Song Wan hastily instructed the estate’s matrons to prepare funeral offerings, condolence gifts, and other such matters.

“Is First Madam busy? Is there anything Yue’er can help with?”

Lin Jiayue walked in with a smile, carrying a plate of assorted fruit ice cream. After placing the items before Song Wan, she smiled and said: “These past days I’ve been busy arranging a marriage for Third Sister. Though this family isn’t as wealthy as the Lan family, they’re from a proper official lineage, and their status is considerably higher than the Lan family.”

“Which family has Concubine Lin arranged for Third Sister?”

Song Wan didn’t even raise her head, asking perfunctorily to placate Lin Jiayue.

With Jiang Jing’s marriage to the Lan family fallen through, and Song Wan refusing to find another match for Jiang Jing, this matter fell to Madam Jiang. But Madam Jiang was still ill, and had to help the estate conceal from Old Madam Jiang the fact that Jiang Xingjian had gone to Shanglin Garden. How could she have the energy to manage a concubine-born daughter?

Hearing that Song Wan wouldn’t manage it, she directly threw this matter to Lin Jiayue.

Though Madam Jiang didn’t think well of her, ever since Song Wan had contradicted her that day at Jiangxiang Courtyard, anger had been simmering in her heart. Now promoting a concubine was also meant to admonish Song Wan, to let her know who truly made decisions in this estate.

Though Jiang Xingjian was dissatisfied with Lin Jiayue taking the lead in handling this matter, as an outer male, how could he manage Jiang Jing’s marriage affairs? Helplessly, he could only repeatedly instruct Lin Jiayue to be careful in all matters and to ask Song Wan about anything she didn’t understand.

It was precisely this one statement that irritated Lin Jiayue for a long time.

But since she hadn’t handled the previous few matters well and felt guilty, she could only agree.

However, before Song Wan, she couldn’t lower her head.

“It’s the household of Scholar Chen of the Zhanshi Bureau. His son is only three years older than Third Sister. This age and family background are suitable matches for Third Sister. What do you think?”

The Chen family…

Song Wan frowned upon hearing this.

The Chen family had quite a reputation in the capital. Their family tradition was decent and they’d always taken the path of upright officials—originally not bad.

But by Scholar Chen’s generation, things weren’t so certain anymore.

Song Wan wasn’t familiar with Scholar Chen, but she knew a thing or two about Madam Chen.

One year on Madam Song’s birthday, Madam Chen came to visit the Song Estate and walked off with a set of golden ruyi ornaments. The golden ruyi wasn’t large but was extremely exquisitely crafted. It was said her Uncle Su had acquired it from Ryukyu at great expense. Originally it was only to be displayed that day of Madam Song’s birthday to give the guests something to admire. But unexpectedly, after the guests dispersed, the item went missing.

Much later, her young uncle finally found it at a pawnshop in the capital. After having someone inquire for many days, they learned it was Madam Chen who had pawned it.

Since they hadn’t caught the thief red-handed with the stolen goods, the Song household could only swallow this bitter pill.

What made Song Wan remember this so long was that at the time, Madam Song couldn’t compensate the silver and cried for over half a month. In the end, Father had to take silver from the public funds to make up the loss.

Madam Chen was petty and greedy. Later, after Madam Song investigated from various angles, she learned the woman habitually liked to take shortcuts, not only having unclean hands but also organizing a group of people to lend money at usurious rates in the capital. Though done secretively, there are no walls in the world that don’t let through wind—those well-informed had more or less heard rumors.

Such a household—ordinary people would avoid it at all costs, yet Lin Jiayue had somehow become entangled with them.

Setting down her brush, Song Wan said: “Have you inquired clearly about the Chen household’s character?”

“Of course.”

Lin Jiayue curved her lips, smiling brilliantly: “Madam Chen is a major customer of Huanyan Studio. She’s frank and generous. We hit it off at first sight like old friends despite our age difference. Third Sister marrying into the Chen household will certainly not suffer mistreatment.”

“If you’re worried, you can also meet her yourself when Madam Chen comes to the estate. I’ve arranged for her to come the day after tomorrow to admire flowers.”

“I just don’t know if such a forthright person will suit your taste. After all, you… are fond of affectation.”

With one foot on a small stool, Lin Jiayue leaned against the doorframe, laughing as she looked at Song Wan.

She didn’t know why, but she simply disliked that lofty, pretentious air about the other woman.

Song Wan was perfect, but this perfection filled her with loathing.

She was also very dignified—dignified to the point where every step she took was identical, as if measured with precision.

She never lost composure. Lin Jiayue had never seen Song Wan lose emotional control. When her husband who’d been a widower for six years brought back his beloved, her face was expressionless. When she and Jiang Xingjian displayed affection, her face was also expressionless.

Even when Madam Jiang and Jiang Xingjian disregarded and insulted her, she remained like wood without reaction.

This false and inscrutable dignity, this haughty bearing that everyone considered the grace of a noble lady—it only made her feel disgusted.

Just like now, one casual statement of “have you inquired clearly” could easily kindle fury in one’s heart.

This bearing made it seem as if Lin Jiayue was naturally a rank lower than Song Wan, making one uncomfortable.

“As long as you’ve inquired clearly.”

Lin Jiayue sneered: “I thought you’d say something about how the Chen household is no good. After all, you decisively said you wouldn’t arrange viewings for Third Sister anymore, acting as if the Marquis Estate couldn’t function without you.”

Song Wan raised her eyes. Seeing Lin Jiayue’s posture that showed no regard for propriety, her delicate brows furrowed slightly.

Looking down again at the eulogy she’d written for the eldest daughter-in-law of the Earl of Jinxiang, Song Wan suddenly had an idea.

She no longer paid Lin Jiayue any mind and continued with her own affairs, completely ignoring Lin Jiayue’s provocation. But the more she acted this way, the angrier and more resentful Lin Jiayue became, biting her lip hard in silent fury for a moment.

After Song Wan finished writing, she picked up the eulogy, dried the ink, folded it neatly, and placed it in a white envelope.

“Send these two cards to the Ceremony Office, and give this list of funeral offerings to Matron Liang. Have someone arrange things according to what’s written here.”

“You’re asking me to run errands?”

Song Wan held the cards, smiling faintly: “You seem to have never grasped the facts.”

“No matter if you have Imperial Consort Jiang or the Marquis backing you, you can only be domineering and arrogant before the servants of the Marquis Estate.”

“Beyond the Marquis Estate’s gates, you’ll forever be that concubine of illicit origins who cannot be presented in proper company—the one who lay with a man first and married after.”

“That you can arrange a marriage for Third Sister today isn’t because of your outstanding abilities, but simply because I’m tired of managing this matter. What do you have to be proud of?”

“Whether happy occasions, funerals, births, or festivals, calling cards from other estates can only be sent to me, and I represent the Marquis Estate in replying and responding. You don’t even have the qualification to glance at them, much less participate in such matters.”

“Seemingly glorious and limitless, but in reality merely illusory. Your daily practice of gilding your own face and weaving impossible dreams is truly pitiful.”

Song Wan’s tone was mild and light, without any hint of anger. That cold indifference seemed to be stating an insignificant trifle, yet it was enough to make Lin Jiayue collapse utterly.

This was it—before Song Wan, no matter how she performed, she would ultimately be set off to look like a clown.

The color instantly drained from her face to her feet. Lin Jiayue only felt her spine turn ice-cold, as if someone had poured a basin of cold water over her. The chill made her entire body clamor with the desire to overturn the desk before her and tear away the calm mask on Song Wan’s face.

But she couldn’t. The more she lost control and went mad, the more she would appear a laughingstock.

Forcefully suppressing the violent rage in her chest, Lin Jiayue smiled without mirth and snatched the calling cards from Song Wan’s hand: “Fine. I’ll deliver them for you.”

Seeing her turn to leave, Song Wan said to Heng Zhi beside her: “Have someone watch the Ceremony Office. See when Lin Jiayue goes to deliver the eulogy and whether she sought anyone else in the process. Also find out which day the funeral ceremony will be held. Additionally, investigate what regulations were followed in preparing the mourning garments in the list of funeral offerings sent.”

Chapter 55: Causing Disaster
“Miss, Concubine Lin only went to the Ceremony Office today to deliver the cards. The funeral ceremony arrangements were all done according to Miss’s instructions. What’s strange is that she sent two eulogies.”

Only today?

Then it was likely as she’d expected.

Song Wan smiled faintly. She knew that what she’d said yesterday would certainly provoke Lin Jiayue into taking the initiative.

“I’m somewhat afraid now. With Lin Jiayue’s temperament—easily provoked and brainless—if she truly takes charge of the Marquis Estate’s household management in the future, I wonder if it won’t implicate me as well.”

Heng Zhi pressed her lips together, also feeling somewhat worried.

“Miss, should you prepare more contingency plans?”

“Naturally I’ve prepared them.”

Song Wan lazily propped her chin, appearing unusually hesitant.

“Forget it, forget it. In any case, having come this far, retreating now would be pointless.”

Picking up the colored thread on her writing desk, Song Wan began making decorative knots.

Earlier, after Nanny Zhao had seen Matron Lang, she’d told her that Elder Brother had gone to Shanglin Garden several days ago after finishing his duties to find Jiang Xingjian, and the two had fought fiercely with fists and feet. Moreover, Jiang Xingjian had been impeached by the censorate, which was also Father pushing things along from behind. Thinking of these matters, Song Wan couldn’t help but feel pleased.

Madam Bai’s words were indeed correct—when one’s husband’s family is incompetent, having capable natal family members and brothers is what truly matters.

“Heng Zhi, do you think these knots should be made in deep blue-green and spiral cyan, or indigo blue and navy blue?”

Heng Zhi lowered her head slightly: “This servant feels indigo blue would suit the Young Master more.”

Song Wan nodded, drew out a roll of indigo blue thread from the basket, and began working.

Two days later, just as Song Wan finished making the decorative knots for Song Fu, she hadn’t even risen yet when people from the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate came cursing at their door. If the steward matron from the outer courtyard hadn’t come to Lanting Courtyard, she would probably still be sleeping.

“First Madam, please save this old servant!”

Lv Zhu stepped forward to help Song Wan arrange her hair and dress. The matron’s tone was anxious: “The Earl of Jinxiang’s estate sent people early this morning who pulled over two carts of excrement and dumped them right on our estate’s main gate. Those two matrons cursed so foully that even… even First Madam and the Song household were implicated.”

A trace of confusion flashed through Song Wan’s eyes: “Excrement carts?”

“Yes!” The matron slapped her thigh hard: “Right now many people have gathered outside the estate gate. With this hot weather, if the sun rises and the heat starts steaming it…”

“Enough, enough. Stop talking. It’s truly disgusting.”

Heng Wu pinched her nose as if she could already smell the odor: “If they came cursing, couldn’t you curse back? The Earl of Jinxiang’s estate has no manners at all, daring to even drag in our mistress and the Song household? You can’t even find ten or twenty matrons to drive them off?”

“Wait.”

Song Wan’s voice carried doubt: “For no reason at all, why would the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate do such things during their mourning period?”

“First invite them in. After I’ve inquired carefully, I’ll make a decision. As for the filth outside the estate gate, first have servants clean it thoroughly. Reward everyone who participates in the cleaning with five hundred coins each.”

The steward matron hurriedly nodded in agreement and rushed out.

Shortly after, she returned leading two sturdy matrons wearing mourning clothes.

As soon as these two entered Lanting Courtyard, they launched into a stream of obscene abuse so foul Song Wan felt she couldn’t keep her eyes open.

“Serve tea to the two matrons.”

With difficulty finding an opening, she finally interjected: “The two matrons have worked hard. I just don’t know what caused this matter today? Perhaps there’s some misunderstanding. Why not lay it all out? If the Marquis Estate is at fault, I can find an opportunity to apologize to the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate.”

“Hmph! How dare we trouble the Marquis’s wife to lower herself and apologize to our Earl of Jinxiang’s estate?”

Though the matron said this, she casually flung two sheets of paper before Song Wan. Heng Wu was about to explode but was restrained by Heng Zhi.

She had some idea about today’s matter—it must be related to Concubine Lin. She just didn’t know what disaster Concubine Lin had caused to provoke them into coming to curse and throw excrement.

Passing those two sheets to Song Wan, Song Wan took them and quickly scanned them. Her pretty face instantly flushed bright red.

These were the eulogies written by Lin Jiayue and herself. Lin Jiayue had mixed them in with the three cards for the Ceremony Office and sent them all together to the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate.

Setting aside her ugly handwriting and completely wrong deceased’s title and name, there was also a preposterous error.

No wonder they’d come to the door. If her household had received such humiliation, she too would demand an explanation.

Song Wan was thoroughly ashamed, her cheeks burning as if about to ignite.

“This eulogy was not something I had included with the funeral offerings, and the Marquis Estate absolutely had no intention to humiliate.”

Folding up the thin sheets in her hand and putting them away, Song Wan’s eyes were full of guilt: “I will certainly give the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate an explanation for this matter. Please report back to the Earl of Jinxiang and wait two days.”

Those two matrons, seeing that the guilt and remorse on Song Wan’s face didn’t seem false, exchanged glances and left cursing.

After they departed, Song Wan sat down on the bed platform, slightly flustered.

“Miss, what exactly did Concubine Lin write to make the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate so angry?”

Song Wan touched her cheeks, letting the heat subside somewhat before opening Lin Jiayue’s eulogy and pointing it out to Heng Zhi: “This… none of it conforms to eulogy writing conventions. Never mind that it doesn’t follow the format—the Earl of Jinxiang’s eldest daughter-in-law’s given name was Lu Wan, and her husband was a Fifth Rank Vice Commissioner of the Provincial Surveillance Commission.”

“The wife of a Fifth Rank official is entitled to be addressed as Yiren, but out of respect for the deceased and to increase her honor, funeral ceremonies customarily elevate the rank by one level—meaning the Fifth Rank Yiren would be elevated to Fourth Rank Gongren.”

“Whether on the spirit tablet or funeral offerings, the correct form should be ‘Imperially Conferred Lady Lu née of the Cheng Family, Fourth Rank Gongren.’ But throughout Lin Jiayue’s text, she wrote the deceased’s name as ‘Gongren Lu’…”

Song Wan glanced at the paper full of “alas and woe,” “tears covering the cheeks,” and “dear friend Gongren Lu,” and felt her eyelids twitching violently.

That day she’d deliberately provoked Lin Jiayue, truly wanting her to take the initiative and interfere with the condolence matters. She’d set several traps of varying severity in the eulogy and funeral ceremony cards—anyone who understood the rules would know their deeper meaning, but if one didn’t understand, it would cause some embarrassment.

But Song Wan’s original intention was only to let Lin Jiayue think she’d caught some small mistakes of hers, which she would then report to Jiang Xingjian. Song Wan could then use being unable to endure the humiliation as a reason to completely push off household management responsibilities.

What Song Wan never expected was that Lin Jiayue understood nothing. Just because she’d been provoked with one statement about her lowly status making her unqualified to participate in other estates’ affairs, she dared to write a eulogy and had the audacity to send it directly to the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate.

“What’s even more excessive is…”

Heng Wu cried out in shock: “There’s something even more excessive?”

Song Wan’s face was bitter: “Here… it seems she copied and modified my eulogy, changing the phrase ‘descendant of an official family and noble lineage’ to ‘descendant of eunuchs’…”

“Ah…”

Heng Zhi slapped her head and wailed: “Miss, if this servant remembers correctly, the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate declined long ago. To seek advancement, some years ago a legitimate grandson of their household took Eunuch Duan of the Dong Chang as his godfather… right?”

“Yes.”

Song Wan covered her eyes, murmuring: “So in the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate’s view, we deliberately came to humiliate and provoke them during their funeral.”

“The dead are paramount. Even if two households had a blood feud, they wouldn’t go this far…”

Heng Wu stammered: “Even this servant knows not to hit the face when striking or expose shortcomings when cursing. The Earl of Jinxiang’s estate must hate us to death. In the future, it will probably become a fight to the death situation.”

Chapter 56: Letting Go
Song Wan was quite troubled.

Originally, she had prepared to let Lin Jiayue seize upon her minor weakness and use the opportunity to extricate herself, but now that such a major troublesome incident had been stirred up, it was difficult to handle.

After pondering for a long while, Song Wan picked up the sheep-hair brush on the table, dipped it in ink, and blacked out that phrase about “descended from eunuchs.”

“It’s still early. When the Marquis rises, he will surely come to ask about the Jinxiang Earl’s manor matter. You all must not mention this phrase—I will tell him myself.”

Heng Zhi and the others nodded in acknowledgment. Song Wan then sat before her writing desk, contemplating how to toss this hot potato to Lin Jiayue.

At daybreak, Jiang Xingjian came to the main courtyard of Lanting.

He currently wasn’t residing in Lanting Courtyard, but was temporarily staying in the outer courtyard guest rooms. Thus, early in the morning, he heard that people from Jinxiang Earl’s manor had come to cause a great disturbance, and that Song Wan had even invited two old women into the inner courtyard.

Upon hearing this, Jiang Xingjian immediately knew that Lin Jiayue must have caused trouble again.

Thinking of Lin Jiayue, an inexplicable irritation swept through his heart, yet he had to forcefully convince himself that it was because he hadn’t fulfilled his duty as head of the household.

“What exactly happened with Jinxiang Earl’s manor? I heard from Songyan that they came to make a scene before dawn and carried on for quite a while.”

“I was just about to discuss this matter with you.”

Song Wan had Heng Zhi prepare breakfast and invited Jiang Xingjian to sit inside the room.

“The day before yesterday, I asked Concubine Lin to send the mourning ode and mourning announcement for Jinxiang Earl’s manor to the ceremony office. Who would have known she would write her own mourning ode and slip it in among them, sending everything together to Jinxiang Earl’s manor?”

While speaking, Song Wan picked up a thin sheet of paper from the table and handed it to Jiang Xingjian.

Jiang Xingjian’s gaze was first drawn to the black ink spot. He furrowed his brow slightly, and when he came to his senses and saw the page full of references to “Lady Lu Gong,” his forehead began throbbing incessantly.

The man extended his slender index finger to press against the space between his brows, but not only could he not dispel the frustration in his chest, it actually added seven or eight parts more vexation.

He didn’t quite understand why he suddenly felt somewhat aggrieved.

With Song Wan’s capabilities, such embarrassing incidents shouldn’t occur in the manor. For Lin Jiayue to behave so outrageously—if one claimed it was without Song Wan’s indulgence, Jiang Xingjian would absolutely never believe it.

As long as she wished, she could surely protect the entire Chengyang Marquis Manor as impenetrably as an iron barrel.

But why were errors now occurring one after another?

Jiang Xingjian’s brow creased slightly, not daring to deeply contemplate the reason behind this.

“Let’s eat first.”

Looking at the breakfast Heng Zhi had set upon the small table, then looking at Jiang Xingjian’s expression, Song Wan inexplicably found her appetite had improved somewhat.

Because Jiang Xingjian was also present, today’s breakfast had several additional items prepared. Just the small pastries alone included four varieties: orange sand cakes, butterfly rolls, eight-treasure steamed buns, and precious makeup cakes. For porridge, the small kitchen had made abalone porridge and emerald jade porridge. Looking at the emerald green vegetable leaves floating atop the milky white rice porridge, Song Wan suddenly felt her appetite stirring and had Xiang Cao bring it before her.

Seeing her calm expression, looking as though she only wanted to eat, Jiang Xingjian spoke with slight grievance: “You… clearly knowing that Jiayue has a rash temperament, how could you let her deliver some mourning ode? Even if she wanted to go, you should have stepped in to stop her.”

“…”

Song Wan set down her jade chopsticks, her appetite disturbed by that single sentence.

Heng Wu at the side let out a cold laugh: “This servant would say that being the household head should be done like the Marquis does—so worry-free.”

“You personally elevate an arrogant creature who stirs up storms throughout the city. If she stirs well, then you have a discerning eye and employ people on merit. If she stirs up trouble, then it’s our mistress who failed in supervision, not knowing that creature has a rash temperament.”

“How is it that when the manor handed over the household management authority to her, you didn’t know she had a rash temperament and a foolish brain?”

Being scolded so thoroughly without warning, Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, finally escalating from seven parts vexation to a heart full of frustration.

Song Wan kept her head lowered. After thinking for a moment, she picked up her jade chopsticks again and took some pepper vinegar chicken from before her and put it in her mouth. The chicken carried a numbing, spicy, sour flavor upon entry, quite appetizing on this summer morning.

“With the Marquis and the First Madam present, how is it your turn to act wild?”

Heng Zhi perfunctorily struck Heng Wu’s arm twice, then had Xiang Cao lead her away. Seeing that Song Wan’s appetite was good today, she placed a piece of grilled clam on the small dish before her.

Jiang Xingjian’s heart was full of stifled anger, his throat felt as though stuffed with cotton—how could he possibly eat?

Song Wan, however, rarely ate a finger-sized butterfly roll and a small bowl of porridge. After rinsing her mouth, she said to Jiang Xingjian, who was still lost in thought: “This mourning ode looks exactly like an intentional insult delivered to their door. Jinxiang Earl’s manor must be given some kind of explanation no matter what.”

“I will personally go to their door today to apologize and offer incense and bow before the deceased.”

“That seems insufficient.”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, momentarily at a loss for what to do.

He had never encountered such a situation before and truly didn’t know for the moment how to make amends and apologize. After all, in all of the capital, there had never been such an… absurd precedent.

Thinking of that phrase about “descended from eunuchs,” Song Wan felt so embarrassed her teeth ached. She cleared her throat lightly and continued: “The Marquis just blamed me for not stopping Concubine Lin. That’s not entirely unfair to me.”

“I truly didn’t want to stop her, nor did I intend to.”

Song Wan casually tucked the stray hair at her temples behind her ear and smiled faintly: “I have tried to stop her. What was the result?”

“I tried to stop you from giving Lin Jiayue the authority over household management. I tried to stop her from presiding over the grand banquet. Which matter have I not tried to stop, whether it was Third Sister’s marriage or Fourth Master taking in concubines? But when I was trying to stop things, weren’t you the one supporting her wholeheartedly, repeatedly saying that Concubine Lin had great talent and would surely add glory to the Marquis Manor?”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, having bitter feelings he couldn’t express.

“I know her temperament is frivolous, but how could I know that merely asking her to send a mourning ode to the ceremony office could also cause such great trouble?”

“After the grand banquet, I, a daughter of the Song family, had my reputation swept to the ground. Now I’ve been cursed by rough servants from Jinxiang Earl’s manor for over half a shichen straight, with foul language too obscene for the ears…”

Song Wan’s expression grew increasingly cold: “I have always followed rules and propriety, adhering to womanly virtue. Yet in less than a month this summer, I’ve become an incompetent fool of ill repute in the capital, despised by all. What more do you expect of me? If I continue covering for the Marquis Manor, when I die in the future, what face will I have to meet the ancestors of the Song family?”

“Jiang Xingjian, not only will I not stop Lin Jiayue today, I will never manage her affairs again in the future.”

“I cannot hold up or bear this household management authority of the Marquis Manor.”

“Originally, Imperial Consort Jiang already issued a verbal decree. Now, why not let Concubine Lin have sole authority? This way, the servants in the manor won’t have confused loyalties, not knowing which master’s words to follow.”

“Ah Wan…”

Hearing that Song Wan wanted to cast off the responsibilities in her hands, Jiang Xingjian suddenly panicked.

Let Lin Jiayue manage the household? He didn’t even dare think it.

“Just now my words were too harsh. I had no intention of blaming you.”

“Has my husband thought of how to give Jinxiang Earl’s manor an explanation?”

“I…”

Song Wan smiled lightly: “This wife has thought of a solution for my husband.”

“You go kneel in Jinxiang Earl’s manor’s mourning hall for three days, while I relinquish the household management authority of the Marquis Manor and move into the small Buddhist hall to chant sutras and recite Buddha’s name for Madam Cheng, seeking her forgiveness. In this way, we might obtain their pardon.”

“Ah Wan, I…”

Summoning Heng Zhi, Song Wan had her bring out the manor’s authority tablets that had long been packed and ready, along with the receipt vouchers and account books, and pushed them all toward Jiang Xingjian.

Only then did Jiang Xingjian realize that Song Wan was sincere—she didn’t want to manage the Marquis Manor, nor did she want to manage him anymore.

His mouth tasted bitter, and just as he was about to explain, Lin Jiayue walked in.

Her face was full of pleasure, smiling sweetly: “I heard that people from Jinxiang Earl’s manor came to cause trouble all morning? What happened? Could it be… someone made some mistake?”

Chapter 57: Powerless
Song Wan had examined those several cards she’d asked Lin Jiayue to deliver.

How pitiful—Song Wan, who always prided herself on being a refined young lady of a great family and spoke in flowery, erudite language, yet couldn’t even write the correct name in a mourning text for someone. It was truly laughable.

Entering the room, Lin Jiayue took a seat beside the two of them directly. Seeing Song Wan and Jiang Xingjian both frowning together, she didn’t care in the slightest.

“Bring me a pair of chopsticks, thank you.”

Smiling lightly at Heng Zhi, Lin Jiayue, regardless of whether others welcomed her or not, reached out and picked up a pastry to put in her mouth.

Didn’t Song Wan most enjoy displaying her refined lady’s demeanor, constantly keeping matters of propriety and gentility on her lips every day? Well then, since she chose to be a hypocrite, even if she found Lin Jiayue displeasing, she could only hold it in and endure it in her heart!

“This pastry is truly delicious. Could you send a portion to Xiuyan Pavilion tomorrow as well? You wouldn’t mind, would you?”

Song Wan smiled faintly: “If you like it, eat. I can afford to bestow even more.”

“Heh.”

The smile on Lin Jiayue’s face cooled. A moment later, she turned to Jiang Xingjian: “Brother Xingjian hasn’t come to see Yue’er in so long. Are you still angry with Yue’er?”

“Though I did wrong, these past few days I’ve done my utmost to make amends. Can you forgive me?”

“Marquis, please enjoy your meal at ease. This wife will take her leave.”

The words had barely fallen when the two, Jiang and Lin, hadn’t even glimpsed Song Wan’s retreating figure before she had already returned to her bedchamber.

“This thing isn’t so delicious anyway.”

Tossing aside the pastry in her hand, Lin Jiayue asked: “Why did Jinxiang Earl’s manor come to make trouble?”

Since she had discovered that Song Wan’s mourning text had the wrong name written, she had rewritten one overnight.

Fortunately, she had previously written one for her company’s vice president and even received recognition from the entire company. If she didn’t have that experience, she wouldn’t have dared to put pen to paper.

Although writing in that flowery classical style was somewhat troublesome, patching and altering based on Song Wan’s version wasn’t much of a problem.

Lin Jiayue considered her writing deeply emotional and sincere—even she herself was moved to tears reading it. That’s why she deliberately didn’t remove Song Wan’s version but included both together.

With a comparison, Song Wan’s suspicion of seeking empty fame would be clearly revealed.

Thinking of how she’d just gotten out of bed this morning to hear servants say that people from Jinxiang Earl’s manor had come to curse her for over half a shichen, Lin Jiayue couldn’t help but want to laugh.

“Why aren’t you speaking?”

Jiang Xingjian looked at the precious makeup cake on the table that Lin Jiayue had taken a bite of and carelessly tossed aside, his expression cold: “Why did you presume to write a mourning ode on your own and send it to Jinxiang Earl’s manor?”

“Mourning ode… to express grief, isn’t this something anyone can write? I specifically asked Huai Su and Ling Yun, and both of them said I could write it.”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyelids drooped slightly, having anger but unable to release it.

“When can you finalize that firearms formula?”

He had waited too long and truly couldn’t wait any longer.

Jiang Xingjian had never thought to use this matter to pressure Lin Jiayue, but today he suddenly couldn’t hold back: “Since returning to the capital, you haven’t researched this thing again. Instead, you’ve put all your thoughts into opening shops and managing the household.”

“I was thinking that since you now have leisure time, why not complete the firearms research as soon as possible, so we can share Imperial Consort’s burdens earlier.”

Upon hearing this, Lin Jiayue’s face fell.

Heaven knows that when she first met Jiang Xingjian and saved him from the wolf’s jaws, she had casually fabricated a lie that would be remembered until now? But looking at Jiang Xingjian’s earnest eyes and solemn expression now, she didn’t dare speak up.

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together. After a moment, she said: “I’m researching it. I’ll give you news in a while.”

“Good.”

Jiang Xingjian exhaled deeply. Recalling the terrifying scene she had described of the firearms being manufactured that day, his spirit settled slightly.

For the sake of his elder sister and the Fifth Prince, he had already given up too much. He absolutely could not give up on these firearms now.

“Have you finished eating?”

Seeing his expression soften, Lin Jiayue blinked: “You still haven’t said why people from Jinxiang Earl’s manor came.”

“Your mourning ode had the deceased’s name written incorrectly. Jinxiang Earl’s manor was dissatisfied, which is why they came to the door.”

His tone was poor, but Lin Jiayue’s reaction was even stronger: “Impossible! The one with the wrong name written was clearly Song Wan’s. I checked carefully.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes: “Do you know Madam Cheng’s surname and given name?”

“Wasn’t it written clearly on there that she was called Lady Lu Gong?”

Jiang Xingjian stood up, no longer having the strength to say another word to her. In a while, he still had to go to Jinxiang Earl’s manor to kowtow to Madam Cheng. If he went late, it would appear even less sincere.

“Wait, did someone switch out my mourning text?”

Jiang Xingjian turned his head, his gaze deep: “Madam Cheng’s given name was Lu Wan. Gong Ren is her honorific title.”

“…”

Lin Jiayue felt somewhat panicked: “How would I know all that? If her name was Lu Wan, then it’s Lu Wan. Why write Lady Lu Gong? Those two cards both had written on them ‘Lady Gong Ren of the Lu Clan of the Cheng Family.’ I truly didn’t know this was her honorific title.”

His fists clenched tightly behind his back, Jiang Xingjian’s ears suddenly filled with a buzzing sound.

Lin Jiayue timidly stepped forward, eyes reddening as she grasped his hand: “I’m sorry, I truly didn’t know. But it’s just writing the name wrong—Jinxiang Earl’s manor wouldn’t be so petty about it, would they? I rather think they’re so angry because Song Wan even wrote Lady Lu’s surname incorrectly.”

“I’m just a concubine. How would they bother arguing with me?”

The young woman curved her finger, carefully writing the character for “Lu” in Jiang Xingjian’s palm.

“This is how she wrote it. This character is clearly written incorrectly.”

Jiang Xingjian clenched his fist. Only after a long while did he say hoarsely: “The dead are most important. To show respect, one typically avoids the deceased’s taboo characters. Writing with missing strokes is the most common practice.”

“I…”

The young woman’s eyes brimmed with tears: “I truly didn’t know. How would I know so many rules and conventions? I put great care into writing that mourning text. I truly put great care into it.”

“Enough. I’ll go to Jinxiang Earl’s manor to apologize in person.”

“I’ll go with you.”

Jiang Xingjian’s steps paused, but he didn’t acknowledge her.

Song Wan sat at her writing desk listening to the conversation in the courtyard, asking quite perplexedly: “How strange. Lin Jiayue is literate. Though she can’t write any splendid articles, listening to her speech, she doesn’t seem like someone without knowledge. Yet how can she be so vulgar and crude, not knowing even basic propriety?”

“This servant also doesn’t know.”

“In ordinary common families, having someone who can recognize three to five characters is already extraordinary. For Lin Jiayue, as a woman, to be able to read and write proves her birth isn’t low. But which descendant of a great clan would behave in such a manner?”

Song Wan pondered for a long while but couldn’t figure it out, so she could only set it aside.

“Miss, the Marquis didn’t take the manor’s account books and authority tablets.”

“Find someone to send them to the Marquis’s room. Tell him the accounts have already been reconciled. If there are still unclear matters, he can come ask me.”

Heng Zhi nodded and found an old woman to send the items to Jiang Xingjian’s residence.

Jiang Xingjian was changing clothes in his room when he saw that enormous wooden chest, his expression solemn.

“Forget it. Move it with me to Mother’s Jiangxiang Courtyard.”

Arriving at Jiangxiang Courtyard and setting things down, Jiang Xingjian said in a low voice: “I must trouble Mother to take charge again for a while. Wan’er… temporarily lacks the strength to manage the manor’s household affairs.”

Mother Jiang supported her head, rising weakly from illness: “Is she throwing another tantrum? In the past when she kept her widowhood in the manor, she was clearly so gentle and filial. Now that you’ve returned to the manor, how has she developed so many issues?”

“Such a petty temperament—how did I never notice it before? If I’d known it would be like this, I shouldn’t have agreed to this marriage arrangement with the Song family back then.”

Chapter 58: Fool
Mother Jiang supported her forehead, looking extremely uncomfortable: “What is it this time that has her clamoring not to manage the household?”

“It has nothing to do with Wan’er. It was Jiayue who wrote a mourning ode for Jinxiang Earl’s manor and got the deceased’s name wrong. Jinxiang Earl’s manor sent people today who cursed at Wan’er for over half a shichen.”

Jiang Xingjian raised his hand to pinch the space between his brows, exhausted in body and spirit: “To express my apologies, I will go to Jinxiang Earl’s manor today to apologize in person. As for Wan’er… these next few days she will fast and bathe while copying scriptures and reciting Buddhist sutras for Madam Cheng, seeking that her spirit in heaven will be more forgiving of the Marquis Manor.”

“What?”

Upon hearing this, Mother Jiang rose from her seat with a swoosh: “That little harlot could even get the deceased’s name wrong—has Song Wan gone mad, not stopping this thing from being sent to Jinxiang Earl’s manor?”

“It has nothing to do with Wan’er. Jiayue slipped it into the correspondence herself and sent it to the ceremony office.”

“This fool!”

Mother Jiang trembled all over with rage, her hands shaking violently: “This stupid woman has harmed my son grievously…”

Jiang Xingjian stepped forward to comfort his weeping mother. Seeing that if he didn’t go to Jinxiang Earl’s manor soon he would miss the proper time, he finally said: “Your son likely cannot return home these next few days. I must trouble Mother to take extra care with the manor’s affairs. When Wan’er comes out from the small Buddhist hall, return the household management authority to her.”

“I understand. Go now and properly apologize to Jinxiang Earl’s manor.”

Speaking of this, Mother Jiang felt distressed again: “Our Marquis Manor’s century-old pure reputation has been completely ruined. How could such a foolish, stupid creature exist in this world?”

“Perhaps the ancestors of the Jiang family think me unfilial and deliberately sent such a thing to torment me.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes. After a moment of silence, he left wordlessly.

He had thought the Marquis Manor’s posture was already low enough, but unexpectedly upon arriving at Jinxiang Earl’s manor, Jiang Xingjian was made to suffer considerably. When the other side heard he had come to kowtow and admit fault before the spirit, and that the Marquis Manor’s mistress had also relinquished household management authority and withdrawn to the small Buddhist hall, they were still unsatisfied. They forcefully pressured Jiang Xingjian into agreeing to keep vigil at Jinxiang Earl’s manor for half a month before the matter could be settled.

Jiang Xingjian felt that Jinxiang Earl’s manor was bullying him excessively, but Jinxiang Earl’s manor felt that even if he died in apology at the mourning hall, it still wouldn’t eliminate the hatred in their hearts.

The two sides remained at an impasse until finally Jiang Xingjian conceded.

Having already decided to make amends, it wouldn’t do to put on airs. It would be better to agree readily and perhaps gain a good reputation.

While Jiang Xingjian was detained at Jinxiang Earl’s manor, Song Wan, after finishing copying the transcendence sutras, helped connect the Bai and Lan families.

Without Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue’s interference, she had spent several quite pleasant days. Now seeing that Madam Lan was satisfied with the young lady of the Bai family, her mood became even more cheerful.

“Miss, has the marriage between the Lan and Bai families been settled?”

Song Wan replied: “Until the day the two families exchange betrothal cards, I dare not say it’s certain, but there’s at least an eighty percent chance.”

Xiang Cao sighed: “Third Miss is truly terribly foolish. She could actually push away such a fine marriage as the Lan family herself. Now she’s meeting with some Chen family or other—it’s truly lamentable.”

“Why do you say so?”

“Miss doesn’t know—the day before yesterday, Concubine Lin invited Madam Chen to the manor to appreciate flowers and also called Third Miss over. Madam Chen kept asking about Third Miss’s dowry with veiled words. Third Miss’s face turned deathly pale.”

Xiang Cao frowned: “How can someone inquire about an unmarried young lady’s dowry when not even a single character has been written yet? What’s detestable is that Concubine Lin, right in front of Third Miss, discussed dowry, betrothal gifts, and other wedding matters with Madam Chen at length.”

“This servant heard from a young maid at Yuan’an Courtyard that Third Miss’s face was deathly pale that day, and upon returning to her room, she cried for most of the day.”

How could one discuss marriage matters in front of an unmarried young woman? Lin Jiayue might not understand, but Madam Chen certainly would. For her to act this way was simply because she didn’t regard Jiang Jing highly.

Song Wan lowered her eyes and said softly: “With three generations of the manor’s mistresses all refusing to come forward to arrange her marriage, only sending a concubine to handle this matter, how could Madam Chen think highly of Jiang Jing? Directly asking about the dowry is merely because in this marriage arrangement, this is the only thing the Chen family values.”

“Miss, since the Chen family is so unsuitable, should you…”

Before Xiang Cao could finish speaking, Heng Zhi interrupted: “Do you think Miss stopped managing Third Miss’s marriage out of spite? But I must tell you—Miss cannot manage Third Miss’s marriage.”

“On the day of the grand banquet, Haitang Garden was full of madams from various families. Who couldn’t see that the Lan family came to view Third Miss? But how did she behave? She directly rejected both Madam Lan’s and Miss’s face. Those madams are all experienced people—how could they not see Third Miss’s thoughts?”

“When an unmarried young lady publicly picks and chooses her future husband’s family in front of everyone, which madam would allow her to enter their family?”

“When Miss said she was powerless, she was speaking the truth. In the capital, Third Miss won’t be able to marry into a good family. If we forcefully arrange her marriage to some family, wouldn’t that be rushing to have people curse Miss behind her back?”

“But if we find a family of lower standing, that long-armed one definitely won’t be satisfied. With pearls and jade before her, how could she tolerate losing a golden ruyi only to find a fire poker instead? When that time comes, there will inevitably be another round of complaints.”

Heng Zhi sighed: “Since nothing we do will be right, we might as well not manage it at all and let those willing to be overly capable and push themselves forward take charge. In any case, the long-armed one and the pushy one are in cahoots and happy to stir things up together.”

Xiang Cao’s eyes widened at this explanation: “So that’s how it is. Then Miss not managing it is the right approach.”

Song Wan listened to the two bickering and smiled faintly: “Heng Zhi is right. I truly cannot manage it.”

Moreover, compared to Jiang Xing, naturally her brother’s future was more important.

“Has Madam handed over the authority tablets to Lin Jiayue?”

Lv Zhu replied: “Not yet. Concubine Lin has been busy lately with matters concerning her shop outside. This servant only found out that she’s searching everywhere for workshops that make firecrackers. As for the household management authority in the manor, she hasn’t gotten her hands on it yet.”

Song Wan was puzzled: “Making firecrackers? She wants to open a firecracker shop?”

Everyone shook their heads. Song Wan propped up her chin, also full of confusion.

“Forget it. We’ll eventually know what she wants to do. Right now, the important matter is getting her to obtain the household management authority.”

Song Wan said: “Xiang Cao, go find out when Lin Jiayue visits Jiangxiang Courtyard.”

Presumably, before Jiang Xingjian left the manor, he had given instructions for Mother Jiang to temporarily manage household affairs. But now four or five days had passed, and Jiang Xingjian would probably return to the manor soon. If she didn’t make a move now, there might not be another opportunity.

Xiang Cao nodded in acknowledgment and ran out like a gust of wind. She didn’t return to Lanting Courtyard until the first quarter of the hour of shen.

“Miss, Concubine Lin and Huai Su are both at Jiangxiang Courtyard. Should we go now?”

“Let’s go. It’s been a long while since I paid respects to Madam. Today I should also go see how Madam’s illness is progressing. Besides, since Lin Jiayue has been making no moves, I should lend her a helping hand.”

After changing clothes, Song Wan went to Jiangxiang Courtyard with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu.

In Mother Jiang’s room, both Huai Su and Lin Jiayue were present. When Song Wan entered, several people were sitting around a table playing with flower cards. Laughter periodically came from the room—the appearance of masters and servants mingling together with no distinction between high and low was quite jarring to the eye.

However, this cheerful laughter instantly disappeared upon Song Wan’s arrival.

Huai Su stood up to bow to her. Lin Jiayue kept her head down, fiddling with the flower cards in her hand, pretending not to see. Mother Jiang, meanwhile, pulled a long face, her eyes full of displeasure at being interrupted.

Chapter 59: Becoming Close
Song Wan’s gaze swept across the small square table, then she smiled: “Mother’s health has greatly improved. This puts Wan’er’s heart at ease. If Old Madam knew, she would certainly be very happy and her body would feel considerably lighter.”

Upon hearing this, the corners of Mother Jiang’s lips trembled slightly. Only then did she remember that her mother-in-law was still ill. As a daughter-in-law, she was actually pulling servants together to play around—truly improper behavior.

“The First Madam has arrived! Why haven’t you quickly put those things away?”

Huamei swiftly and efficiently cleared away the items, then said to Song Wan: “First Madam, please forgive us. This servant was greedy for amusement and felt an itch to play, which is why I pulled the two concubines of the manor to play here.”

“Madam’s illness hasn’t recovered yet. This servant thought to let Madam also loosen up her body. This servant knows her error.”

“What are you saying? Relieving Mother’s boredom during her illness is also proper work. You should be rewarded for this.”

Heng Zhi picked out two silver nuggets from the purse at her bosom and handed them to Huamei: “Trouble yourself, elder sister, to buy some sweets for the other younger sisters to sweeten their mouths.”

“Oh my! Then this servant thanks Madam greatly.”

Seeing Mother Jiang nod, Huamei joyfully accepted them and turned to leave.

Song Wan sat on the low stool at the foot of Mother Jiang’s bed, looking at Mother Jiang, who was now wearing a cotton headband and had resumed an expression of illness, and asked: “Is Mother feeling better now?”

Lin Jiayue laughed and interjected: “Madam was indeed feeling better just now, but now upon seeing the First Madam, she’s not feeling quite so well again.”

Song Wan pretended not to hear and said to Mother Jiang: “Although Wan’er no longer manages the household and has leisure time, I still worry about Mother. So I was thinking—if Mother still isn’t comfortable, why not let Wan’er share some of the burden for you for a few more days? What do you think?”

“This naturally would be…”

Just as she was about to agree, Mother Jiang’s words were interrupted by Lin Jiayue.

“First Madam is no longer managing household affairs?”

“Yes. To appease Jinxiang Earl’s manor’s fury, I promised them I would fast and recite sutras for Madam Cheng for forty-nine days.”

Song Wan’s tone was calm and mild, without the slightest transferred anger at being implicated. The corner of Lin Jiayue’s lips twitched as she forced a smile: “No wonder the steward women of the manor have been frequently coming to find me these past few days.”

Hearing the two speaking with hidden barbs, Mother Jiang felt her head ache: “Huai Su, stay and massage my forehead. As for you two, both return. My head aches terribly. I truly have no energy to entertain you.”

“Then Wan’er won’t disturb Mother. If Mother feels uncomfortable anywhere, you must tell Wan’er.”

“I know.”

Mother Jiang turned over with her back toward Song Wan, her intention to send them away abundantly clear.

After bowing, Song Wan quietly withdrew from Mother Jiang’s bedchamber. Seeing this, Lin Jiayue bit her lip and followed out as well.

“What is Concubine Lin laughing about?”

Lin Jiayue frowned: “When did I laugh? And even if I did laugh, so what? You certainly meddle in a lot.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, her tone cold: “I thought you were truly foolish enough to write Madam Cheng’s name incorrectly, but it turns out your purpose was for today.”

“But even if I don’t manage household affairs, even if I no longer oversee the household, the Marquis would rather return the household management authority to Madam than give it to you. What do you have to be proud and happy about?”

“Heh.”

Lin Jiayue’s eyelid twitched. To respond wasn’t right, and not to respond wasn’t right either. She could only let out a cold laugh.

After speaking, Song Wan returned to Lanting Courtyard with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. Lin Jiayue, however, stood in the courtyard grinding her teeth in silence for a long while.

“The sun is blazing. Why doesn’t Concubine return to Xiuyan Pavilion?”

“Mm, let’s go back. When we return, I’ll make you some ice cream to cool down in this heat.”

Lin Jiayue took the hand of her personal maid Qianbi, and the two leisurely swayed their way back to Xiuyan Pavilion.

After returning to Xiuyan Pavilion, Lin Jiayue felt quite uncomfortable in her heart.

Song Wan was right. Jiang Xingjian would rather hand the household management authority to the incompetent and muddled Mother Jiang than give it to her. This truly prevented her from laughing.

But she herself was too embarrassed to tell Jiang Xingjian directly that she wanted to manage the household.

“Qianbi, there’s a carpenter in the manor, right?”

“Of course there is. Does Concubine want to make flower cards again?”

“No. I want to make mahjong.”

Lin Jiayue pinned up her hair and pulled out a charcoal pencil, rapidly sketching on paper. Since she could use modified flower cards to become close to Mother Jiang, she could use the national pastime of mahjong to win back Mother Jiang’s heart.

Nothing brought people closer together than at the gaming table.

Having drawn out a rough prototype of mahjong, Lin Jiayue hastily had Qinghong deliver it to the manor’s carpenter. That very evening, as soon as it was made, she went alone under cover of darkness to Jiangxiang Courtyard.

Mother Jiang had initially been quite unwilling to be enticed into playing such useless things, but after hearing the rules and reluctantly playing two rounds, she became completely addicted, playing with great enjoyment, unable to sleep at night.

Even in her dreams, she thought about how to win hands and how to build her tiles.

Lin Jiayue was always sweet-tongued and enjoyed feeding Mother Jiang winning tiles. Within just a few days, she had coaxed Mother Jiang into complete compliance, and the two seemed like actual mother and daughter.

After playing all night for many consecutive days, Mother Jiang truly became so exhausted she fell ill and couldn’t rise from bed. Lin Jiayue took this opportunity to propose helping Mother Jiang manage the Marquis Manor.

“She wants to manage the household. Though I verbally declined, I truly have no patience for handling these trivial matters. Old Madam has been ill for much of this summer, and now she spends more than half of each day dozing, muddled and not knowing what day it is.”

Mother Jiang said to Huai Su: “That day, Song Wan said she could manage the household again, but a few days ago she was clamoring that she wouldn’t manage this and wouldn’t manage that. Now that authority has actually been handed out, she can speak such soft words—isn’t it just that she’s unwilling to let go?”

“Moreover, I don’t want to return it to her so easily, as if the Marquis Manor can’t function without her. Besides, she’s useless anyway. She still hasn’t shared a bed with Yi’er. I suppose Yi’er truly doesn’t like her.”

“As for Concubine Lin… she handles matters quite improperly. I’m not at ease.”

“You came from Old Madam’s household and have cared for Yi’er since childhood. In this manor, you’re the one I trust most.”

“Tell me, into whose hands should this household management authority be given?”

Huai Su lowered her head, massaging Mother Jiang’s legs. Upon hearing this, she smiled softly: “If this servant may say, it would be better to give it to Concubine Lin.”

“Oh? Why?”

“The Marquis dotes on Concubine Lin. Eventually, the household management of this manor will fall into her hands sooner or later. And though Concubine Lin has made some mistakes before, the more she does so, the more cautious she’ll be in the future.”

“The Marquis has also figured out Concubine Lin’s temperament and will guide her from the side.”

Mother Jiang nodded: “What you say has some merit.”

“Moreover, with Concubine Lin managing the household in the manor, with you above her overseeing, Madam, she surely won’t cause any more trouble. As for those small coming-and-going mistakes, having a few is ordinary. Over time, after suffering a few setbacks, she’ll slowly learn.”

Mother Jiang pressed her lips together: “Then what do you say should be done about Song Wan in the future?”

Huai Su said: “The First Madam is right here in the manor. If Concubine Lin truly can’t be helped up, we can simply return household management to the First Madam. But if Concubine Lin can independently manage the household, it would be beneficial to both Madam and the Marquis Manor.”

“At that time, we also won’t have to be controlled or threatened by anyone.”

Mother Jiang nodded repeatedly: “If Concubine Lin truly learns to manage the household, she and Song Wan can also balance each other. Then we won’t have to fear these two stirring up any schemes.”

Looking at the gentle and soft Huai Su, Mother Jiang sighed: “Good child, every sentence speaks to my heart.”

Having Baozhu take out a jade bracelet of excellent quality from her cosmetics box, Mother Jiang forcefully pushed it onto Huai Su’s hand.

After serving Mother Jiang to sleep, Huai Su returned to Xiuyan Pavilion holding the jade bracelet.

In the room, Shizhu, who had grown up with her since childhood and now served as her personal maid, asked in a low voice: “Elder sister, why did you let that person manage the Marquis Manor? Not a single servant in the household likes her.”

Chapter 60: Playing It Out
Huai Su said: “I also don’t like her, but what can be done when the Marquis favors her?”

She had served at Jiang Xingjian’s side since childhood and understood him well. She didn’t believe Jiang Xingjian would like someone like Lin Jiayue, yet now he was deeply infatuated with her. Huai Su always felt there was something suspicious about this.

“I suspect Concubine Lin used some kind of seductive methods to bewitch the Marquis, causing him to forget the First Madam he thought about day and night.”

“You also know that since Concubine Lin entered the manor, how much trouble has she caused? Continuing to stay by the Marquis’s side will only drag him down.”

Huai Su undid her hair and placed the hairpin from her head into her cosmetics box.

Her cosmetics box was sparse and scattered, without many valuable items. Previously when serving in Old Madam’s chambers, she had received quite a few rewards, but since being bestowed to Jiang Xingjian by Old Madam Jiang, her finances had become much tighter.

During the six years Jiang Xingjian was away, she was no different from Song Wan—one openly keeping her widowhood, the other doing so in secret.

Recently, playing cards daily with Mother Jiang and Lin Jiayue, she had lost quite a bit of silver. Now she was already stretched thin financially.

Shizhu didn’t understand: “Since elder sister also knows that Concubine Lin has been dragging down the master, why do you still support her managing the household?”

“I’m not supporting her. I’m trusting the First Madam.”

Huai Su closed her cosmetics box and said softly: “You grew up in the manor. Though you didn’t have much contact with the First Madam, we at least all lived in the same courtyard before. What kind of person do you think the First Madam is?”

“The First Madam is intelligent, and her temperament is good. In the past, I always felt the First Madam was the most kind and gentle person under heaven.”

“You’re not wrong.”

Huai Su’s tone dropped slightly: “The First Madam is indeed an extremely clever person, so how could she allow someone as coarse and stupid as Concubine Lin to jump up and down in the Marquis Manor and even covet household management?”

“But since she’s done so, it means the First Madam has her own calculations in mind.”

“What calculations?”

Huai Su said: “Killing with praise, I suppose.”

“Let her seize power and manage the household, then cause some catastrophic incident—then this person can be properly driven from the manor. If we don’t do this, with Concubine Lin relying on Imperial Consort’s influence and the Marquis’s favor, who knows how long she’ll continue to be so arrogant.”

“No wonder. I also found it strange—the First Madam is a young lady from the Song family. How could she be ridden over by Concubine Lin?”

Shizhu lowered her voice: “Elder sister, now that you’ve explained it this way, I understand.”

“The Marquis has adhered to the way of a gentleman since childhood, but after meeting Concubine Lin, he eloped with her without a matchmaker, ruining his reputation. Such a person absolutely cannot be allowed to remain in the manor.”

Huai Su sat on the bed, hugging a soft pillow and murmuring: “Only someone as celestial as the First Madam is worthy of the Marquis. What is Concubine Lin? Only if the Marquis loves the First Madam devotedly can he receive assistance from the Song Manor. Otherwise, in the future, this marriage alliance won’t succeed and instead, because of Concubine Lin, he’ll earn the Song Manor’s resentment, which would be detrimental to the Marquis’s future prospects.”

“So I must think of a way to help the First Madam’s plan succeed as soon as possible, and drive that troublemaker out.”

Shizhu grasped Huai Su’s hand, nodding repeatedly: “Elder sister speaks reasonably. Is there anywhere younger sister can help?”

“There actually is one thing.”

Huai Su whispered a few words in her ear, and only then did the two go to remove their makeup and undo their hair to prepare for bed.

The next day at noon, Huai Su came to find Lin Jiayue carrying a rosewood box.

“Concubine Lin…”

“You’re looking for me about something?”

Though she lived in the same courtyard as Huai Su, the two didn’t usually have much of a relationship. Lin Jiayue was quite surprised that she had come to her door today.

“There is something, actually.”

Huai Su’s face reddened slightly: “I know Concubine Lin has a good head for making money and quite a few methods and connections, so I was wondering if you might be able to help me out, let me also earn a tael or two of silver to loosen my finances.”

Pushing the rosewood box in her hands before Lin Jiayue, Huai Su continued: “These are my principal funds. Though it’s meager, it’s already most of my family fortune.”

“Have you been losing a lot lately?”

Thinking of how she’d been finding ways to please Mother Jiang these past few days, incidentally causing Huai Su to lose quite a bit of silver, Lin Jiayue felt somewhat apologetic.

After thinking, she pulled out a purse from under her pillow and grabbed a handful of golden beans from it, placing them on the table.

“Take these. I don’t want your things.”

Huai Su gently pushed them back: “I cannot accept Concubine Lin’s things for no reason.”

“You don’t have silver and I do—I’ll give you some, isn’t that settled? Why push back and forth?”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue grabbed the golden beans on the table and forcefully stuffed them into Huai Su’s hands.

Huai Su looked slightly troubled and sighed softly: “Since it’s like this, I won’t be polite with Concubine Lin. My finances are indeed quite tight.”

“I know. This morning Qinghong saw the young maid at your side secretly looking for an old woman, saying she wanted to pawn things.”

Seeing Huai Su look somewhat embarrassed, Lin Jiayue smiled generously: “We all live in the same courtyard. If you have any difficulties, just speak up. No need to hide and conceal.”

“Being able to receive Concubine Lin’s help is already very embarrassing. I really have no other matters to trouble you with.”

Huai Su spoke gently and softly. After saying this, she paused slightly: “Concubine Lin has a forthright nature and a magnanimous heart. In the Marquis Manor, having a broad mind has its advantages, but sometimes you inevitably suffer losses from being too broad-minded.”

“That’s the truth.”

Understanding that Huai Su didn’t want to owe her a favor and seemed to want to give her some guidance, Lin Jiayue leaned on the table in a listening posture.

“Madam values Concubine Lin highly. It’s just that in daily life, Concubine’s temperament is carefree and her conduct unrestrained, which worries Madam somewhat. If Concubine Lin could be a bit more steady, she would surely have great fortune in the future.”

“I don’t know what you mean by this unrestrained conduct—what exactly does it refer to?”

Huai Su smiled gently: “The First Madam’s way of dealing with people is a model among married women. Regardless of whom she faces, she’s always neither distant nor close, neither cold nor intimate. In the past, we servants could never tell who had won her heart or who had earned her displeasure. Over time, the servants couldn’t figure out her temperament, so naturally they didn’t dare act presumptuously before her.”

“Counting carefully, the Marquis Manor has only dozens in the master generation, but there are over a thousand servants. Therefore, sometimes it’s better to offend the masters than to offend the servants.”

Lin Jiayue frowned: “When have I offended the servants?”

Huai Su pressed her lips together, then called a young maid from the courtyard to fetch some things from the storage room. After the young maid returned, Huai Su spoke in a gentle tone: “Thank you for making the trip. Why not sit by the door for a bit? I’ll have Shizhu prepare a bowl of tea for you.”

The young maid smiled back: “This servant won’t partake. Xingzao’s mother came to see her in the front courtyard and brought quite a few sour cakes. This servant was thinking of going to have a piece.”

“How thoughtful of you—we’ve actually delayed your sisterly gathering.”

Taking out a small piece of broken silver from her sleeve, Huai Su smiled: “Take this to buy some pastries with your little sisters, so everyone can be happy together.”

Lin Jiayue watched as that young maid went from showing unwillingness in her eyes before running the errand to now being overjoyed, and her brows furrowed slightly.

Seeing this, Huai Su said: “There’s a proper way to handle subordinates. Considerate words, tea and wine hospitality, and gold and silver rewards—all are indispensable. Only in this way can you firmly grasp people’s hearts and make them work for Concubine Lin.”

Lin Jiayue had wanted to say that it was just asking a servant to run an errand—was it really necessary to go through such trouble? But in a daze, she suddenly thought that Song Wan seemed to be just like this, often hearing her or the maids beside her telling those women and girls to get wine to drink, buy sweets to eat, or buy some melons, fruits, and pastries.

Seeing that she had taken it to heart, Huai Su pressed her lips and withdrew.

Lin Jiayue lay on the table pondering for a long while, then called Qianbi over to ask: “How do you think I treat you?”

“This servant feels there is no better master than Concubine.”

She had also heard Huai Su’s words just now. After thinking, Qianbi said: “However, Sister Huai Su was right. The other masters in the manor all treat subordinates this way. The Marquis Manor is magnanimous and treats us all very well.”

“This servant thinks Sister Huai Su also had good intentions in giving Concubine this guidance.”

Lin Jiayue let out a scoffing laugh: “Her words make sense, but it’s not necessarily out of good intentions. I think it’s more like she wants me to quickly seize the manor’s authority and hurry up to focus on dealing with Song Wan.”

“I’ve played this trick of using a borrowed knife to kill while sitting back as the fisherman so many times it’s worn out.”

Chapter 61: Isolation
“Does Concubine mean that Sister Huai Su cannot be trusted?”

Lin Jiayue shook her head: “Right now she wants to curry favor with me, so what she says must naturally be true. But as for how things will be in the future, that’s hard to say.”

After making a bowl of ice cream that little girls loved for Qian Bi, Lin Jiayue carefully pondered over Huai Su’s words.

Previously, she had made a fool of herself time and again because she didn’t understand the current rules, proprieties, customs, and habits. She hadn’t realized how important those elaborate ceremonies were to these people, which was why she had repeatedly made mistakes in this regard.

Although Lin Jiayue felt that both Song Wan and Huai Su were somewhat hypocritical in their pretenses, she had to admit that “when in Rome, do as the Romans do” was correct.

“Today, help me sew a pouch and put some broken silver in it. Also, prepare one for yourself and put some copper coins or the like inside.”

Qian Bi blinked: “How much silver should I put in?”

“Just put three to five taels each day.”

Qian Bi looked somewhat troubled: “But Concubine, there isn’t much silver left in your cosmetics box.”

“How is that possible?”

Lin Jiayue opened the cosmetics box that held valuable items, only to see a few lonely broken silver ingots lying inside, no more than fifty or sixty taels worth.

“Concubine only receives one tael of monthly allowance. Previously, the cosmetics box did have some silver, but during this period you’ve been playing cards with the Old Madam. After just a few days, it’s long since been emptied.”

Lin Jiayue frowned deeply, feeling somewhat uncomfortable in her heart.

Since arriving at the marquis’s residence, her clothing, food, and expenses had all been distributed by the marquis’s household. Moreover, she had been confined to the rear courtyard the entire time, never leaving since she entered, so naturally she’d forgotten the importance of silver since there was nowhere to spend money.

The silver in the box now, along with that bag of golden beans, was what Jiang Xingjian had given her when she first entered the residence. She had never rewarded servants before. Earlier, when she saw Huai Su was strapped for cash, she had generously grabbed a large handful of golden beans to give her, simply because she felt there was no need to use silver in the marquis’s residence.

“If I’d known, I would have grabbed less earlier.”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip, feeling increasingly uncomfortable in her heart.

She’d been busy day and night helping the marquis’s household, opening both a cosmetics shop and an ice shop. The profitable silver flowed like water daily into the public accounts, yet she ended up without a single penny to her name?

“No, I must open a few shops for myself as well.”

Qian Bi said: “How would Concubine open shops? This servant has never heard of women opening shops.”

“Why can’t women open shops?”

Qian Bi nodded: “Opening a shop requires writing contracts. How could women write contracts?”

Lin Jiayue didn’t understand: “Why can’t women write contracts?”

After thinking for a long while, Qian Bi said with confusion in her eyes: “This servant doesn’t know why either. Perhaps the law doesn’t permit it. Otherwise, should this servant fetch a stewardess from the outer courtyard for Concubine to ask?”

Lin Jiayue nodded. Qian Bi quickly brought back a middle-aged woman wearing an indigo-colored silk garment.

“Earlier Qian Bi said women cannot open shops. Is there such a thing?”

The woman smiled: “Indeed there is such a thing.”

“Women must follow their fathers at home and their husbands after marriage. They cannot have private wealth, and moreover, women shouldn’t show their faces in public. How could they be involved in merchant affairs? The only private wealth women can possess is their dowry. Although ordinary dowries include some estates and shops, most are registered under the manager’s name.”

“These managers are all house-born servants, or their contracts are held in the master’s hands, so it’s considered safe.”

Lin Jiayue bit her lip, feeling increasingly stifled.

Dowry…

Of course she didn’t have such a thing. She was a concubine!

“Besides dowry, is there no other way for women to establish property?”

“There is one way. If one goes to the yamen and registers as a female household head, one can also engage in commerce. But this female household head status requires having no men in the family—that is, widows without husbands or sons.”

“…”

Lin Jiayue’s delicate eyebrows furrowed tightly.

“So you’re saying that if I want private property, there’s no way at all?”

The woman looked shocked: “What is Concubine saying? How could women have private property? Women hiding private savings is equivalent to theft and is one of the seven grounds for divorce, let alone mentioning private property or shops.”

No wonder those inner courtyard women fought tooth and nail for the power of household management. Without some family assets or dowry, how could one survive in the rear courtyard?

The more Lin Jiayue thought about it, the angrier she became. The ice shop and cosmetics shop had already been handed over—how could she get them back?

The silver went directly into the public accounts. Even Jiang Xingjian couldn’t spend a penny of it, let alone her.

With a slap, Lin Jiayue struck the table: “This household management authority—it seems I must fight for it whether I want to or not!”

After thinking it over, she took the bag of golden beans and led Qian Bi to find someone in the residence to exchange them for silver.

Over the next few days, Lin Jiayue completely changed her style of conduct. She managed relationships with people above and below very thoroughly. When paying respects to Madam Jiang, she constantly kept in mind the proper etiquette and conduct that Nanny Li had taught her.

After pretending for just five or six days, Madam Jiang happily handed over the household management authority of the marquis’s residence to her at the mahjong table.

“In the past, I wrongly blamed you, thinking you didn’t handle affairs properly.”

Happily receiving silver from Lin Jiayue’s hands, Madam Jiang looked at the full harvest in her drawer and smiled from ear to ear.

“Yuanyang, bring out those bolts of gauze that the palace bestowed last year, and let Concubine Lin and Huai Su carefully select from them.”

Casually grabbing a handful of broken silver from the small drawer, Madam Jiang was in high spirits as she rewarded the maids in the room.

This silver meant nothing to her at all. Even if multiplied by a hundred or a thousand times, it couldn’t buy half a bolt of the soft gauze she was bestowing on the two of them.

But what was won from someone else’s hands brought joy to one’s heart, far exceeding its actual value.

“Thank you for the reward, Madam. With Madam’s cards going smoothly and luck running high, Jiayue won’t be polite with you.”

Generously selecting a bolt she liked, Lin Jiayue then pulled Huai Su to also choose one. As the two walked out of Jiangxiang Courtyard holding the fabric, she suddenly asked: “What are your plans for this cloth?”

Huai Su shook her head: “But does Concubine Lin want to do something?”

Handing the bolt of cloth in her hands to Lin Jiayue, Huai Su said: “If Concubine Lin likes it, please take it.”

“Then I won’t be polite with you.”

Lin Jiayue didn’t explain further and also took the bolt from Huai Su’s hands.

The next day at noon, she brought two sets of nearly identical long dresses to Huai Su’s room: “Yesterday I had Qian Bi send them to the residence’s embroidery room to be made into dresses. Come see which one you like?”

Huai Su looked at the trailing dresses and froze. Under Lin Jiayue’s constant urging, she casually selected one set.

The two changed behind the screen. Lin Jiayue smiled: “They really are beautiful. Why don’t we wear them to show Madam and make her happy too?”

Before Huai Su could refuse, Lin Jiayue pulled her out of the room.

Just as they left Xiuyan Pavilion, in Lanting Courtyard the two ran into Song Wan, who was picking balsam flowers with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, preparing to dye her nails.

Song Wan raised her eyes to look at the two dressed identically, curving her lips in a slight smile. Huai Su, however, lost all color from her face and lowered her head, her small face turning pale.

Lin Jiayue glanced at her and said to Song Wan with a beaming smile: “First Young Madam is in such good spirits. I wonder if you’ll be busy later? Yesterday Madam handed the household management authority over to me. There are many things I don’t understand, so I really must consult you more.”

Withdrawing her gaze, Song Wan said warmly: “I’m not busy. I await you at any time.”

Chapter 62: Supporting
Seeing Song Wan still neither warm nor cold, neither angry nor jealous, Lin Jiayue became filled with frustration first.

She turned around and pulled up Huai Su’s hand, smiling as she dropped a line about paying respects to Madam before leaving Lanting Courtyard.

Heng Wu frowned: “How did Huai Su get mixed up with her? Doesn’t she know what kind of person that little harlot is?”

Song Wan reached out and tapped Heng Wu’s nose: “How many times have I told you not to address her that way? What would it look like if someone overheard?”

Heng Wu pitifully begged for mercy, but Heng Zhi also knitted her brows tightly: “Miss, Huai Su came from the Old Madam’s quarters. She has always been generous and thorough in her conduct. By rights, she shouldn’t be associating with Concubine Lin. Now these two are so close it’s unseemly—it truly is strange.”

“What’s strange about it? When one’s skills are insufficient, one fails and suffers harm in return.”

“What does Miss mean?”

Song Wan smiled: “Just now I saw Huai Su’s face showing distress. It seems she was forced to put on this intimate act with Lin Jiayue.”

“Lin Jiayue’s thoughts are easy to guess. Nothing more than wanting to use Madam and Huai Su to isolate me, to prove she’s favored in the residence and arouse my jealousy, or perhaps she doesn’t trust Huai Su’s allegiance and deliberately staged this performance.”

“And for Huai Su to be manipulated by Lin Jiayue, she must have first had her own schemes, but her skills were insufficient and she was controlled instead.”

Placing the red balsam flowers into a small woven bowl, Song Wan casually picked out those with pale colors.

Heng Zhi pressed her lips together, saying with some annoyance: “Miss has always treated Huai Su well. What could she be scheming for with Concubine Lin?”

Heng Wu snorted coldly: “Surely nothing good.”

Song Wan raised her head and thought for a moment: “People have many desires. The heart is the hardest thing to guess. However, there’s no need to be vigilant everywhere. If this guard becomes obvious on the surface, it will instead play into Lin Jiayue’s plans.”

“Then should we still treat Huai Su as before?”

Song Wan smiled and shook her head: “Naturally not.”

“There’s no need for careful vigilance, but we must remember today’s events. If someday you feel something is off about her, even if you can’t say what the problem is, you must keep it in your heart and ponder it carefully.”

“Remember, trusting yourself is better than trusting others. When guarding against people, never harbor hopes of luck.”

After selecting the suitable balsam flowers, Song Wan scooped up a ladle of spring water to wash the petals clean, picked them one by one and placed them in a stone mortar to crush.

When Lin Jiayue returned, she saw four or five people gathered around the stone table in the courtyard, dyeing their nails.

Seeing those crude tools and rough techniques, she couldn’t help but laugh mockingly.

Even if given to her for free, she wouldn’t want such things.

“Is First Young Madam still busy?”

Her fair, slender palms were placed in a porcelain basin and carefully washed. Song Wan accepted the soft towel Lv Zhu handed her and meticulously dried them.

Lin Jiayue watched her slow, yet extremely elegant and refined movements, and unwillingly bit her lip.

“Concubine Lin, please follow me inside.”

Having Qian Bi carry the chest representing the household management authority of the marquis’s residence, Lin Jiayue once again stepped into the main courtyard of Lanting.

She had personally seized power from Song Wan’s hands. She had expected to see jealousy, unwillingness, even painful loss of composure, but unexpectedly Song Wan remained warm and indifferent as ever.

“Tea brewed with heavenly spring water and maple dew tea… Please enjoy.”

Heng Zhi brought the tea cup before Lin Jiayue, then withdrew.

“What do you want to ask?”

“Would you tell me if I asked?”

Song Wan smiled faintly, lifting the yellow-glazed flower-rimmed tea cup to taste lightly.

This obviously disdainful yet magnanimous attitude of refusing to do such base things made Lin Jiayue’s hands hidden beneath the table clench tightly.

Not until the handkerchief in her hand was twisted until threads pulled loose did her emotions ease.

After pondering for a moment, Lin Jiayue also learned Song Wan’s manner, lifting the tea cup to take a light sip.

“Good tea.”

Song Wan pressed her lips: “Good water, rather.”

Lin Jiayue patiently learned her manner, also leisurely talking around the subject: “What water?”

“Heavenly spring water.”

“What is heavenly spring?”

Song Wan said: “Rainwater and snow water are both called heavenly spring. Heavenly spring water’s quality is clear and taste bland, making it more suitable for maple dew tea.”

“…”

After just three or four exchanges, Lin Jiayue couldn’t continue the conversation. After holding back for quite a while, she finally spoke faintly: “Madam handed the household management authority over to me.”

Song Wan nodded: “I know.”

This indifferent attitude made Lin Jiayue feel as if she’d punched cotton. The excitement in her heart from defeating her was like having a basin of cold water poured over it, unable to raise even a ripple.

“If there’s anything you don’t understand, feel free to ask.”

Lin Jiayue bit her teeth, momentarily speechless.

She didn’t understand anything, so naturally she couldn’t talk about not understanding anything either.

Previously, although Jiang Man had asked her to manage the marquis’s residence together with Song Wan, Lin Jiayue had never intervened to do anything. She had never dealt with these matters. Suddenly having everything handed over to her entirely, she actually couldn’t quite handle it.

But she was unwilling to ask Song Wan, and even less willing to show weakness before her.

“Are all the household tally tokens organized?”

Song Wan raised her eyes. Just from this one sentence, she knew Lin Jiayue had absolutely no ability to manage household affairs. She frowned, but before she could speak, she heard the other party say: “The tea is very good. I’ve imposed on you. For these small matters, I’ll just ask the stewardesses from the outer courtyard.”

Having said that, Lin Jiayue quickly left with Qian Bi.

Fleeing back to Xiuyan Pavilion, she collapsed on the L-shaped arhat bed with vacant eyes.

After a long while, Lin Jiayue finally opened the chest representing the status of the marquis residence’s female head and took everything inside out.

Cooped up in her room for three days and two nights, she barely gained an understanding of the marquis residence’s current situation.

“Insane, this is truly insane.”

Qian Bi said: “What is Concubine saying?”

Lin Jiayue laughed coldly: “Do you know how many masters the marquis’s residence has? The Eastern and Western residences combined, all legitimate sons, concubine-born children, and collateral branches just barely exceed a hundred. But do you know how many servants the marquis’s residence has?”

“The main kitchen alone has thirty-one people. The tea room responsible for serving tea, brewing medicine, and making refreshments for visiting guests has fifteen people. The gate house responsible for welcoming and guiding guests into courtyards has seventeen people. In the attendant quarters, just the palanquin bearers and guards for the Marquis number sixteen people.”

“The outer courtyard office managing the residence’s daily expenses, organizing monthly allowances from each courtyard, purchasing items, handling affairs, and verifying rewards has twenty-eight people. Those responsible for watching over the family temple and organizing sacrificial vessels number seven.”

“Those responsible for night watch shifts and patrolling in the watch room number sixteen. Jixiang Courtyard has thirteen people. The clothing storehouse, utensil storehouse, and various other storehouses combined have seventy-two people.”

“The writing room specially managing documents and various correspondence as well as responsible for writing materials has eleven people. The etiquette room has eight people. The archive room preserving the marquis residence’s old records has eight people…”

“The large and small study rooms in the outer courtyard for the men to rest and conduct business have nine people. The cleaning rooms responsible for guarding rooms, managing furnishings, and sweeping have eighteen people. The gardeners managing greenhouses, cellars, gardens, and such number fifteen.”

“These are one thing, but there are even handlers responsible for feeding birds of prey—pigeon handlers, fish handlers, various handlers totaling sixteen people.”

“You know what? Inside the marquis’s residence, they’re even supporting an entire opera troupe. All the food, drink, expenses, clothing, and props for those theater performers are completely provided by the marquis’s residence. What’s even more insane, the residence is also supporting something called…”

Lin Jiayue pulled out an account book and looked through it for a moment: “Pingcui Nunnery!”

“Inside the marquis’s residence, they’re even supporting over a dozen nuns who chant sutras, pray to Buddha, and perform Buddhist rites!”

“These are still the smaller numbers. Like the Old Madam’s, Madam’s, and the Marquis’s courtyards—each has four first-class maids, with second-class maids, third-class maids, and rough servants multiplying several fold.”

“In the inner courtyard, those managing clothing, managing hairpins and jewelry, managing hair styling and dressing, managing washing and cleaning and night watches… countless.”

Lin Jiayue’s face was solemn: “The outer courtyard alone has seven hundred thirty-one male servants.”

“The inner courtyard has a total of eight hundred six maids and servants across all quarters, not to mention estate managers and shop managers outside the residence.”

“Just over a hundred masters, yet the residence alone has one thousand five hundred thirty-seven servants attending them. Tell me, isn’t Jiang Xingjian insane?”

“Supporting so many people, no wonder the marquis’s residence can’t make ends meet.”

Lin Jiayue’s face was iron-blue: “Even if I opened a hundred more shops, I’m afraid I still couldn’t support this many people!”

Chapter 63: Game of Wits
“Each month just the servants’ allowances alone amount to over seven hundred taels. Adding the masters’ monthly allowances, expenditures exceed a thousand taels.”

“This hasn’t even counted the reward silver given to servants.”

Lin Jiayue flipped through the accounts in her hands. The rewards given to servants each month filled a full dozen pages. She roughly estimated that this item alone added another two hundred taels of silver.

“Then there’s building repairs, fabric and ink, consumables from various storehouses, food purchases…”

The accounts made one’s head spin and filled one with trepidation.

“Although the marquis’s residence still has several profitable businesses and productive estates, those all depend on heaven’s favor for annual yields. My ice shop and cosmetics shop’s income has now become the marquis residence’s main source of revenue.”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, feeling increasingly resentful in her heart.

Such a huge marquis’s residence was almost entirely supported by her, yet she still had to watch people’s expressions everywhere?

With a bang, she threw down the account book. Lin Jiayue angrily raised her eyebrows in a cold smile: “No wonder when playing cards, Madam kept praising me inside and out for being able to generate wealth. I thought she was complimenting me on helping her win at cards.”

“Thinking about it now, she was talking about those two shops of mine all along.”

“No wonder she would mention it intentionally or unintentionally every time, asking me to arrange one or two more businesses. She was waiting for me all along.”

Lin Jiayue bit her teeth, extremely angry.

She had originally thought that being able to get the household management authority was because she was clever and bright, daily making Madam Jiang bloom with joy to the point of disregarding even the Old Madam’s life and death. How could she know that others had calculated early on to hand this hot potato to her?

After all, looking at this mess, if she really had any money-making projects in hand, would she not produce them?

Her hands clenched into fists, Lin Jiayue’s face turned pale.

Madam Jiang had calculated correctly. Even if she didn’t have money-making ventures in hand, she would forcibly create several.

When she first entered the marquis’s residence, the Old Madam and Madam Jiang treated her as if she were nothing. When she spoke, no one would even acknowledge her—as if she didn’t exist. But after the ice shop and cosmetics shop earned silver, how did Madam Jiang treat her? How did the servants treat her?

In the inner courtyard of the marquis’s residence, she had no name, no status, no background. If she wanted to surpass Song Wan, she had to prove she was capable and held household authority!

Lin Jiayue understood that one must prove one’s value to qualify for others’ respect, but…

She was just unwilling.

Song Wan merely had better birth origins and could stand at the heights effortlessly, while she had to both support these bloodsuckers and work hard to please them!

“Qian Bi…”

“This servant is here.”

Lin Jiayue lowered her eyes. After a long while, she hesitantly spoke: “If someone like me who has become a concubine of the marquis’s residence wanted to leave, what methods are there?”

Qian Bi was so frightened she cried out, hurriedly stepping forward to cover her mouth.

“Concubine must not speak carelessly.”

Qian Bi embraced Lin Jiayue, whispering in her ear: “Although this servant has never studied or learned to read, I still understand human relationships and propriety. Concubine is different from ordinary women. You are a female hero, more formidable than many men.”

“In Xiuyan Pavilion, Concubine has never treated us as servants. Ordinarily you eat and sit with us without any disdain.”

“But no matter how formidable Concubine is, trapped in this marquis residence’s inner quarters, you cannot get out.”

“Please don’t mind this servant’s harsh words, but concubines are of base status, no different from servants. For a concubine to leave the main household, there are only three paths.”

“Either commit an error and be sold by the main family, be sent away by the main family, or be bestowed upon other servants or guests of the residence.”

“Servants sold off usually have no good ending—if they don’t die, they’ll still lose a layer of skin. As for the marquis’s residence being lenient, there has never been a precedent of sending concubines to entertain guests.”

Lin Jiayue murmured: “What about the third option?”

“Privately fleeing the residence.”

Qian Bi said: “This servant once heard of a household’s concubine who had an affair with a servant in the residence and wanted to flee and elope. But in a place like the marquis’s residence, Concubine absolutely cannot escape.”

“There are people everywhere in the residence. Even if you rise at night wanting to walk in the courtyard, servants will come to inquire. Not to mention each courtyard has side gates, and the side gates not only have night-watch servants but also patrol guards. Even if by luck you left Lanting Courtyard, Concubine absolutely could not leave the inner courtyard.”

Qian Bi half-squatted down, lowering her voice even more: “Even if you truly escaped, within three days you would definitely be captured and brought back.”

“Whether military or civilian, those without travel permits cannot go beyond a hundred li.”

“Concubine has no household registration, no fish-scale tally. Where would you obtain a travel permit?”

Speaking on, Qian Bi shed tears: “Concubine must not entertain wild thoughts. There is no place in this world better than the marquis’s residence.”

If Lin Jiayue ran away, she would be the first to die! No matter what, Qian Bi had to dispel her notion.

“Now Concubine is deeply favored by the Marquis and has just obtained the household management authority. When you give birth to the marquis residence’s eldest concubine-born son in the future, the entire marquis residence will be under your control. At that time, what won’t Concubine be able to have?”

“Concubine, listen to this servant’s advice—absolutely do not make mistakes.”

Raising her hand to wipe the tears from Qian Bi’s face, Lin Jiayue nodded to show she understood.

Reorganizing her emotions, she took out charcoal pencils and paper, slightly lost in thought.

One wrong step leads to every step being wrong. Having already inexplicably followed Jiang Xingjian into the marquis’s residence, wanting to leave now was difficult. Moreover, she truly had feelings for Jiang Xingjian and couldn’t bear to leave like this.

Forcibly suppressing the unwillingness in her heart, Lin Jiayue began writing and drawing.

Early the next morning, she went to Jiangxiang Courtyard with a stack of drawings.

“How does Madam feel today? Is your body still weary?”

Madam Jiang smiled: “Much better.”

Lin Jiayue spoke with a pleasant smile, cheerfully saying: “Yue’er thought all last night and came up with another shop that will earn silver.”

“Oh?” Madam Jiang’s eyes brightened, and the smile on her face became much more sincere: “What kind of business?”

“Yue’er wants to open a shop selling sundry goods.”

“Sundry goods…”

Seeing the smile on Madam Jiang’s face fade by seventy or eighty percent, Lin Jiayue lowered her eyes to conceal the coldness in them: “Yue’er’s sundry goods shop is different from ordinary households. Everything sold in my shop is unique in all of the capital… even the entire realm.”

“It’s just that Yue’er feels uneasy in her heart and wants to ask Madam for a definite answer.”

After hearing “unique in the entire realm,” Madam Jiang knew this business couldn’t be too bad. She looked Lin Jiayue up and down, then after a moment said: “Whatever requirements you have, speak them all and let me hear.”

“Jiayue comes from humble origins and has no one to rely on behind her. Although Madam and the Marquis have treated me well, Yue’er is constantly fearful and uneasy at heart.”

“Now although I manage the household affairs, in the end… I cannot grasp it firmly.”

Hearing this, Madam Jiang’s brows furrowed slightly. After thinking for a long while, she had Yuanyang bring over an ivory tablet.

“This is my ivory tablet. Take it and use it. From now on, you will be in charge of the residence. However, you must act cautiously in all matters. If there’s anything you’re uncertain about, come ask me, or you can ask the nannies in the residence.”

Lin Jiayue accepted it, answering with a slight smile before turning to leave.

Madam Jiang’s dowry servant saw this and spoke with concern: “What is Madam doing? Giving that little harlot such great authority? In the future when First Young Madam sees the ivory tablet symbolizing your status, she too will have to defer to her by a rank. This way, you and First Young Madam will be completely estranged.”

“Estranged or not, what does it matter?”

Madam Jiang sighed: “For families like ours, taking a wife serves only two purposes. First, to form good marriage alliances that can help Yi’er in his official career. Second, to extend branches and scatter leaves for the household, continuing the ancestral line by giving birth to heirs.”

“Now that Song Wan can do neither, what use do I have for her? Moreover…”

Gently pressing her temples, Madam Jiang’s expression was quite rigid: “How many months has it been now? We still have to present gifts to the palace ladies at Mid-Autumn, and that Chief Eunuch of the Ceremonial Directorate has always had a frighteningly large appetite.”

“In previous years when Yi’er hadn’t returned, for the sake of the palace lady, our marquis residence gritted our teeth and tightened our belts to send gifts. Last year we even handed over our most profitable estate. I had been thinking this year we might have to sell the tenant farmers’ fields, but who would have thought this little wretch would pop up and solve my urgent problem.”

Supporting her forehead as she reclined on the couch, Madam Jiang said faintly: “If not troubled by this bit of silver, at the previous banquet I would have driven her out of the residence on the spot. Would I have tolerated a person of base status negotiating conditions with me?”

Chapter 64: Painful Regret
“Miss, there’s been quite a commotion at Xiuyan Pavilion these past few days.”

Heng Wu knelt on the ground helping Song Wan put on her shoes, while Heng Zhi held a large lacquered mother-of-pearl tray containing a soft towel dampened with warm water, waiting at the side.

After Song Wan took the cloth to carefully wash her face, she lazily asked: “After being quiet for several days, what is she busy with now?”

“According to Nanny Liang, Concubine Lin has summoned all the stewardesses from the inner and outer courtyards and gave them a roster.”

Xiang Cao handed Song Wan a thin sheet of paper. Song Wan glanced over it and saw written on it things like absenteeism, early departure, job completion rated as excellent, satisfactory, or poor, and so on.

“What is this thing?”

Xiang Cao shook her head: “This servant also doesn’t know. That Nanny Liang couldn’t explain clearly either. She only said they must fill it out every month. Except for the masters’ courtyards, everyone else has one.”

Song Wan looked it over from top to bottom, back and forth for quite a while, but couldn’t figure out what this thing was for.

“Forget it. In any case, it has nothing to do with us. Let her be.”

Casually crumpling the thin paper into a ball, Song Wan asked: “Has the Marquis still not returned to the residence?”

“A message came at the second watch last night. Since Miss had already retired, this servant didn’t wake you.”

Heng Zhi took out a letter and presented it to Song Wan. Song Wan opened it and frowned slightly: “It says the chickens and ducks raised at the Breeding Office of the Imperial Park Directorate have contracted a plague and most have died. He’ll be staying at the Imperial Park Directorate during this period and cannot return to the residence.”

“This…”

Seeing what Heng Wu wanted to ask, Song Wan said: “The Marquis just took up his post and this incident occurred. Naturally he must handle it personally to show loyal devotion to duty. If he were indifferent, he might be impeached again for disrespect toward superiors and dissatisfaction with his official position.”

As for the remaining matters about household management in the marquis’s residence, gentle reminders, and comforting words, she merely glanced over them before putting the letter away.

“This is actually good.” Heng Wu casually said: “It gives Concubine Lin time to throw the marquis’s residence into chaos.”

Song Wan nodded and ate her breakfast in peace.

The betrothal between the Bai and Lan families had been settled. Madam Lan invited her to visit the residence, wanting to thank her as the matchmaker. Song Wan had agreed early on, and now having just risen, she began styling her hair and applying makeup, changing clothes and preparing gifts.

“Miss, how about this peach-colored silver-patterned upper garment paired with a ruyi pleated skirt?”

Song Wan nodded, allowing Heng Zhi to change her clothes.

Since she was going to see old friends, Song Wan had Lv Zhu arrange a relatively simple hair bun, then casually pinned two Liang-style bamboo joint hairpins with gold-wrapped ends, and prepared to go out. But just as she walked out of Lanting Courtyard, she was stopped by Jiang Jing who had been waiting at the side.

Jiang Jing’s eyes were red with tears flowing as she said: “I’m sorry, Sister-in-law. It was Jing’er who was immature before and misunderstood your intentions.”

“Now Jing’er knows she was wrong. Please forgive Jing’er.”

Hearing this, Song Wan said warmly: “Where is there anything to forgive? You absolutely mustn’t lose the dignity and decorum befitting a young lady of the Duke’s residence like this.”

Taking out a handkerchief to hand to Jiang Jing, she smiled softly again: “A young lady crying and weeping won’t be beautiful.”

Jiang Jing wiped her tears and gathered her courage: “Yesterday at Madam’s place, I heard Sister-in-law is going to see Madam Lan today? Could Sister-in-law give Jing’er one more chance and let Jing’er meet her too?”

When Lin Jiayue introduced Madam Chen to her, when Madam Chen repeatedly inquired about the dowry in front of her, Jiang Jing finally realized how foolish she had been to lose the Lan family marriage prospect.

Concubine Lin kept saying Madam Chen had a straightforward temperament and would definitely not be a mother-in-law who would torment her daughter-in-law. Even discussing dowry and betrothal gifts in front of her, Concubine Lin praised it fully, saying things like talking clearly and thoroughly would leave no worries for the future.

Thinking about it, Jiang Jing suddenly cried aloud: “Jing’er knows that a proper young lady shouldn’t discuss marriage matters, let alone pick and choose her husband’s family, but Jing’er must plan for herself.”

“In the marquis’s residence, only Jing’er and Concubine Zhou depend on each other. If I marry into the Chen residence with its filthy atmosphere and complete chaos, how could Concubine Zhou be at ease in the future?”

“Sister-in-law…”

As Jiang Jing spoke, she was about to kneel, but was firmly held back by Heng Wu and Heng Zhi.

“Sister-in-law… Jing’er begs you, just ask Sister-in-law to let me meet Madam Lan once. Whether it succeeds or not, Jing’er will never disturb Sister-in-law again.”

Quite a few servants had gathered outside Lanting Courtyard. For some reason, Song Wan felt the marquis’s residence was especially disorderly today. It seemed everyone didn’t know what they should be doing—wandering around here and there in an idle, scattered manner.

Song Wan frowned. Seeing Jiang Jing crying like a tearful mess before her, she sighed: “Wipe your tears. I’ll take you to the Lan residence.”

Only by letting Jiang Jing see with her own eyes that the Lan family already had a new candidate would she give up. Otherwise, no matter what she said, the other party would only think she was deliberately making things difficult.

Song Wan wasn’t afraid of being misunderstood, but she was truly tired of these constant unexpected disturbances.

Throughout the journey, Jiang Jing organized her clothing and makeup with Heng Zhi’s help. Song Wan sat quietly beside them without saying a word. Occasionally when Jiang Jing felt uneasy and asked in a small voice, she would comfort her with soft, gentle words.

After entering the Lan residence’s main gate and being invited into the rear courtyard by the host family, Jiang Jing finally released the handkerchief she’d been clutching the entire way and put on a smile that was both sweet and charming.

“Paying respects to Madam of the Marquis.”

Upon seeing Song Wan, Madam Lan immediately came forward with a beaming smile to welcome her. When she noticed Jiang Jing following beside her, she paused, her gaze quickly sweeping from top to bottom.

Seeing the young lady’s red eyes, the handkerchief clutched full of wrinkles, and the inappropriate creases on her clothing, she knew she hadn’t been brought voluntarily by Song Wan, but had likely come along forcefully without permission.

She had also heard that Madam Chen had gone to the marquis’s residence to discuss matchmaking matters with a concubine. As families who frequently interacted in the capital, who didn’t know about whom?

Madam Lan thought briefly and understood the young lady regretted her decision and now wanted to come make amends.

“Madam, please just call me Wan’er. That would be more intimate.”

Taking the octagonal treasure-inlaid bird and flower tiered food box from Heng Zhi’s hands, Song Wan presented it to Madam Lan: “I made several tea pastries by hand. Today, let all the ladies try them.”

The two exchanged pleasantries with smiles. Song Wan pulled Jiang Jing along to enter the Lan family garden together with Madam Lan.

The Lan family was wealthy, and their residence was also extremely grand. In the garden was a heated pavilion with fortune character glazed windows on all four sides. When sunlight passed through, light and shadow floated, beautiful as rosy clouds.

Jiang Jing’s gaze touched upon this, and her heart felt slightly bitter.

The marquis’s residence couldn’t afford such expensive glazed windows either.

“Paying respects to the Madam of Marquis Chengyang.”

Madam Bai led the Bai family’s young lady forward to pay respects to Song Wan. The Bai family young lady’s eyes were full of bashful shyness and gratitude. Madam Bai was also very enthusiastic in introducing several ladies to Song Wan.

Given her origins, it was normally very difficult to become familiar with high-born noble ladies like Song Wan. But because of Song Fu’s consideration, Song Wan had actively formed a friendship and even arranged a good marriage for her family. Madam Bai naturally understood how to repay kindness with kindness.

The several ladies who came today, although of similarly unremarkable origins like herself, either had husbands serving in the Ministry of Personnel, or their natal fathers and brothers had considerable influence in the Ministry of Personnel.

Song Wan accepted Madam Bai’s goodwill.

She was already tactful and accomplished. After several exchanges, the group had become extremely familiar, and before long they were laughing together. Seeing this, Jiang Jing could only smile dryly at the side, occasionally helping Heng Zhi serve tea and water to Song Wan, appearing quite virtuous.

“This isn’t something young ladies should do. Go on, go play with your elder and younger sisters.”

Madam Lan smiled and called over her two daughters, having them pull Jiang Jing away.

The two young girls were only about twelve or thirteen years old, at a lively age. Jiang Jing deliberately tried to please them, carefully complimenting them all the way. By the time the three reached the greenhouse full of rare and exotic plants, they had become quite intimate and close.

Before the three could push open the door, they saw through the glazed window a young lady bending down to smell a pot of golden cup cymbidium orchids.

The seventh Miss of the Lan family covered her mouth and smiled: “This must be future Ninth Uncle’s wife, right? Such a delicate appearance, quiet and gentle. She seems to have a soft temperament and is perfectly matched with Ninth Uncle.”

The slightly older Miss Lan glared at her: “Making fun of your elders—if Mother hears this, she’ll box your mouth.”

The young girl seemed frightened, shaking her head and begging for mercy. But Jiang Jing felt her vision go dark, her heart filled with painful regret.

The Lan family truly had a new candidate?

Chapter 65: Framing Others
In a daze, Jiang Jing followed the Lan family young ladies into the greenhouse. Bai Ruizhu hurriedly rose to greet the three.

The two Lan family young ladies wore smiling faces, but Jiang Jing couldn’t quite smile.

Bai Ruizhu matched her name quite well. Compared to the delicate and soft young ladies of the capital, she appeared more full-figured, her plump and jade-smooth appearance carrying quite a bit of wealthy charm. When she curved her lips in a slight smile, her round almond eyes bent slightly, looking extremely amiable and gentle.

“Meeting for the first time, let me give you all a greeting gift… I embroidered these myself.”

Taking pouches from her bosom, Bai Ruizhu gave everyone scented ball pendants embroidered with ruyi bat patterns.

Jiang Jing accepted hers in a daze, feeling uncomfortable inside.

The small scented ball pendant was crafted very exquisitely. She absolutely didn’t possess such skill.

“Thank you, Miss Bai.”

“Just call me Ruizhu.”

The seventh Miss Lan smiled: “That won’t do. It’s more proper to call you Miss Bai for now.”

Bai Ruizhu’s face reddened, her bashful appearance extremely pitiable.

Watching this, Jiang Jing only felt bitterness on her tongue. Thinking again of Madam Chen’s anxious, profit-seeking, and completely undignified manner, she couldn’t help but feel sourness in her gums and sadness in her heart.

The three young girls chatted happily, while Jiang Jing kept her head lowered, eyes downcast and lost in thought.

“These are the twelve beauties that Ninth Uncle raises. Normally he treasures them most. If not for honored guests visiting the residence today, we wouldn’t be allowed in this Floating Fragrance Pavilion.”

Bai Ruizhu pressed her lips together, too shy to speak.

Her temperament was refined and quiet, and her tongue was clumsy. Now being teased, she could only blush and smile foolishly, unable to say anything in rebuttal. Seeing this, the seventh and fourth Miss Lan liked this uncle’s wife even more, the two holding hands and laughing happily.

Jiang Jing stood behind the three, saying warmly: “These twelve beauties are truly beautiful. I just wonder what characters are carved on the pot?”

“Everyone says objects express one’s aspirations. I wonder if what’s written above also expresses… something?”

As soon as she said this, curiosity arose in all three young girls, especially Bai Ruizhu who had never met Lan Yunhe.

Girls of this age naturally harbored some innocent maiden feelings, and how could they resist curiosity about their future husband? Now hearing Jiang Jing say this, she couldn’t help but half-squat down to carefully examine the porcelain pot holding the twelve beauties.

The two Lan family young ladies also leaned their heads over. As the three drew closer and closer, Jiang Jing bit her lip, pinched up a small red spider from an unopened crabapple plant, and secretly and carefully flicked it onto Bai Ruizhu’s neck.

“Ah!”

Something crawled on her neck. Frightened, Bai Ruizhu jumped up suddenly, but unexpectedly her movement was so large that she directly knocked over the pot of twelve beauties before her, sending it crashing to the ground with petals scattering everywhere.

“Ai… yo.”

The seventh Miss Lan’s eyes widened, then she said frantically: “This… this is Ninth Uncle’s favorite pot. He pampers it terribly. What… what should we do?”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

Having caused such a disaster upon arrival, Bai Ruizhu’s eyes reddened but she didn’t dare shed tears.

“Don’t panic first. I… I’ll have someone find Ninth Uncle. Ninth Uncle won’t punish us.”

Bai Ruizhu said with red eyes: “It was my rashness. Please, Fourth Miss, help me convey my apologies to Young Master Lan. These twelve beauties, I… my residence will compensate for them.”

The fourth Miss Lan held her hand and softly comforted her. After leaving the greenhouse and calling a maid to find Lan Yunhe, the four young ladies stood flustered beneath the glazed window, craning their necks in anticipation.

Jiang Jing glanced at Bai Ruizhu. Seeing her wanting to cry but not crying, panicked and confused appearance, she secretly felt guilty.

She didn’t mean to harm others, but marriage was a matter concerning a woman’s life. If she truly went to the Chen family and lived under someone as crude and cunning as Madam Chen, she feared within two or three years she would wither away and die young, with no future to speak of.

Jiang Jing’s eyes reddened as she took Bai Ruizhu’s hand.

Bai Ruizhu sniffled and patted her: “Don’t be afraid. This is my fault alone and will absolutely not implicate your reputations. It was all my own rashness and has nothing to do with the other young ladies.”

Hearing this, Jiang Jing’s eyes reddened.

Although she had wronged her, she truly needed this Lan family marriage prospect more than Bai Ruizhu.

Now Jiang Jing only hoped the marriage between the Bai and Lan families would fall through, and Madam Lan would look at her again. If she could smoothly marry into the Lan family, for the rest of her life she would burn incense and chant Buddha’s name daily for Bai Ruizhu, praying for Buddha to protect her with a smooth life.

When Lan Yunhe’s personal maid came over carrying things, she saw four young ladies all wearing bitter faces, looking utterly miserable.

Her gaze carefully examined Bai Ruizhu’s face, only withdrawing her line of sight when she drew near.

“I’m sorry. It was my rashness that damaged Young Master Lan’s twelve beauties. I just wrapped them in my handkerchief. I don’t know if they can be saved.”

Bai Ruizhu hurriedly said: “Whether they can be saved or not, my residence will compensate. I wonder where these twelve beauties are sold? Please, Sister, let me know. When I return to the residence, I’ll have someone search…”

The maid smiled and said: “These twelve beauties were brought back by Ninth Master from Guanfeng Cliff six years ago. He said they grew on the cliff edge and were very difficult to pick. There’s no second specimen in the world.”

“Then… then what should be done?”

Bai Ruizhu’s round little face flushed red. Tears gathered in her eyes but she didn’t dare let them fall, only able to forcibly hold back and apologize.

The maid laughed with a “pfft”: “Ninth Master said his fate with the twelve beauties has ended. It has nothing to do with Miss Bai.”

“Ninth Master also prepared gifts for the young ladies, asking them not to let this matter spoil their mood, and not to take it to heart.”

The maid delivered four sandalwood carved flower boxes into everyone’s hands. The boxes in the hands of the fourth and seventh Miss Lan and Jiang Jing were all the same size with identical carvings. Only Bai Ruizhu’s portion was much larger than the other three.

Jiang Jing’s face turned deathly pale, her lips trembling slightly: “This… this isn’t appropriate.”

“What an elder bestows cannot be refused. What Ninth Master gives, the young ladies should accept. It follows propriety.”

Thinking Jiang Jing didn’t dare accept things from an outside man, the maid softly explained, then carefully comforted Bai Ruizhu with a few more sentences before slowly departing.

“Don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid. Since Uncle said he won’t blame you, he won’t blame you. Why don’t we see what Uncle gave us? In the entire residence, he has the most good things.”

The seventh Miss Lan hurriedly opened her box. Inside was a small sheepskin pellet drum with a jade handle inlaid with colored jewels.

“Fourth Sister and I are already this age, yet Ninth Uncle still sends these children’s playthings.”

Jiang Jing also opened hers in a daze. The item in the wooden box was the same as the two Lan family young ladies’.

The seventh Miss urged Bai Ruizhu. Blushing, Bai Ruizhu opened her box. Inside was a string of red gold filigree-inlaid agate necklace circles. Although also something for children to wear, one could tell at a glance it was extremely precious…

Until Jiang Jing returned to Song Wan’s side as if she’d lost her soul, what still floated in her mind was that phrase “Ninth Master said his fate with the twelve beauties has ended, it cannot be blamed on Miss Bai,” as well as the glaringly bright red gold necklace in the wooden box.

Even after boarding the marquis residence’s carriage, Jiang Jing hadn’t recovered her senses.

Song Wan looked at her ashen face and greenish cheeks, saying coolly: “What did you do?”

Jiang Jing’s body trembled. She tightly pressed her lips together without saying a word.

Turning her head to look out the carriage window, Song Wan leisurely said: “Fortune and misfortune are unpredictable; people bring them upon themselves.”

“When calamity is created by oneself, one should bear it oneself. Framing others is not the behavior of a noble person. You should not act this way either.”

Chapter 66: Foundation
After returning from the Lan household, Jiang Jing fell ill and could not rise from her bed.

Song Wan had Heng Wu send over medicine and food several times. After consulting with the physician and learning there was no serious issue, she paid no further attention. Some matters Jiang Jing would need to come to terms with herself.

Lin Jiayue had been quiet for several days before Song Wan discovered the purpose of that thin sheet of paper she had given to the matrons of each courtyard.

“I heard five or six people have already been sold, and several others have been expelled from the estate.”

Heng Zhi furrowed her brow, her face full of worry. “Miss, in the Marquis Estate’s hundred-year history, there has never been a precedent for selling servants. And now Concubine Lin has created some sort of rotation system, causing so many people to not know what they should be doing. According to Matron Liang, chaos has erupted below, though the masters of each courtyard don’t yet know.”

“Selling servants?”

Song Wan’s brow furrowed tightly, her tone puzzled.

For scholarly clans like the Song and Jiang families, unless their ancestral foundation was completely exhausted, they would absolutely never sell family servants who had served the household’s masters for several generations.

“Does Madam know about Lin Jiayue’s actions?”

“She probably doesn’t.”

Heng Zhi replied, “Madam gave her the authority token. Now she’s using Madam’s token to exploit her power, and those servants have no choice but to obey. Moreover, selling servants isn’t accomplished in a single day. That thin sheet of paper Concubine Lin distributed earlier was used to evaluate people as superior or inferior. Servants rated as inferior would be sold.”

“Those steward matrons have many conflicts. Now, to eliminate rivals, every one of them has gone mad with killing intent.”

“People below live in constant fear. Those stewards are busy installing their own people. With all this back and forth, chaos appears frequently. Since Concubine Lin isn’t convenient to go around everywhere, she can only let those matrons deceive her.”

“According to Si’er from the laundry house, even the lowest menial matrons and little maids have now turned vicious in desperation. They don’t dare make trouble openly, but secretly they’re using every dirty, chaotic trick.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, frowning in thought.

Great aristocratic families never sold their servants—certainly there was the reason of demonstrating their magnanimous family tradition, but more importantly, these people could not be moved and must not be moved.

Even the noble houses descended from the prosperous and flourishing realm had some shadowy matters that could not be spoken of. If it involved official families, above there was imperial scrutiny, below there were rival factions watching like tigers eyeing prey—they absolutely could not act rashly. Moreover, though Jiang Fei’s temperament could not be called domineering, “flamboyant” was insufficient to describe it. With such a disposition, who knew how many consorts she had offended? And there was the Fifth Prince serving as a target…

If someone with ill intent got hold of servants from the Marquis Estate and fabricated one or two empty frameworks or scandalous tales, that would truly bring great disaster.

In that brief instant, Song Wan thought of many things.

A moment later, she murmured, “I originally thought she would stir up some storm, but I never expected she would always strike at the root, each time seizing vital points.”

“Miss, if Concubine Lin continues going mad like this, she will certainly implicate you.”

Song Wan said, “From the day I married into the Marquis Estate, regardless of my wishes, I must share the estate’s fate—the estate’s glory is my glory, the estate’s loss is my loss. How can there be talk of implication or not?”

“Moreover, when I pushed the housekeeping authority to Lin Jiayue, I anticipated today would come. I simply didn’t calculate it would arrive so quickly, so unexpectedly.”

Somewhat vexed, propping her chin, Song Wan frowned, contemplating what move to make next.

Originally she had considered some countermeasures, but Lin Jiayue’s unexpected move was truly breathtaking.

If she weren’t the Marquis Estate’s principal wife, she would surely applaud and praise it.

“No, nothing can be done.”

Song Wan’s tone carried faint distaste. “Heng Zhi, tomorrow spread word about why the Marquis has been keeping vigil at the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate for half a month, and that Madam gave the authority token to Concubine Lin, letting her have full control of household management.”

“Additionally, say that Old Madam’s serious illness hasn’t recovered, my heart is troubled, so I’ve decided from today to move into the small Buddhist hall to observe abstinence for half a month, praying for Old Madam’s blessings.”

“Heng Wu, go clean out Longxiang Retreat. Tonight you’ll all move in there with me. As for Lanting Courtyard’s main residence…”

“Seal it up. Pay attention to no one.”

If she couldn’t provoke them, she could at least hide from them.

Lin Jiayue committed errors first, Mother Jiang gave the authority token after. With the Marquis Estate handling matters this way while she secluded herself in a corner managing nothing, the world would only say she couldn’t bear the humiliation and withdrew miserably from the world. Though it sounded rather pathetic, when those people gossiped they would grant three parts tolerance, not to the point of implicating the Song family daughters’ reputations.

She no longer cared about her own reputation. As long as she didn’t drag down her father, brothers, and aunt, as well as the young ladies of her clan, that was enough.

After Song Wan finished speaking, she busied herself having Nanny Zhao and Heng Wu and others move into Longxiang Retreat. After entering, she instructed them to receive no one from the estate.

For the next several days she truly devoted herself to copying Buddhist sutras, praying to Buddha for blessings for Old Madam.

Concubine Zhou came begging many times but Song Wan wouldn’t see her. Having no other option, she could only go find Lin Jiayue to inquire about what sort of person that Young Master Chen was.

Lin Jiayue gave her assurance that Young Master Chen was gentle and refined, absolutely not an idle wastrel of a pampered young master. Though Concubine Zhou still worried in her heart, she ultimately had no other recourse and could only agree to this marriage.

When Song Wan learned of this news, she only sighed that if Jiang Jing proved strong in the future, she might not be unable to live a good life, then let the matter pass without further mention.

She hid in Longxiang Retreat for over ten days. Old Madam Jiang was conscious less and less frequently. Mother Jiang, worried that servants couldn’t care for her properly, kept vigil day and night at Fuhe Hall without removing her clothes, fearing something might happen.

Now three generations of principal mistresses—one seriously ill, one constantly tending the patient, one avoiding the world and receiving no one—the entire Marquis Estate had truly become Lin Jiayue’s domain. Daily she was busy beyond measure, dismissing servants, selling them off. In just half a month, nearly a hundred people had been reduced.

Song Wan idly read the “Platform Sutra” while Heng Zhi helped her brew tea and grind ink at her side. Combined with the cicada calls outside the window, it was quite pleasant.

Xiang Cao rushed through the door carrying a bowl of iced lily and lotus seed soup. Having just set it down, she said with an anxious face, “Miss, the estate has completely descended into chaos.”

“Among the servants sold yesterday, one was actually Nanny You’s granddaughter.”

For a moment Song Wan couldn’t recall who this Nanny You was, so she casually asked.

Xiang Cao lowered her voice. “Nanny You was originally part of Old Madam’s dowry. According to servants in the estate, when the Old Marquis contracted smallpox as a child, Nanny You alone carried the Old Marquis to a rural estate and cared for him inside for a full twenty-seven days.”

“Unfortunately, the Old Marquis recovered, but Nanny You contracted the disease. To avoid bringing the illness back to the Marquis Estate, after sending the Old Marquis out of the estate, she actually set a fire and burned herself along with the estate to nothing.”

“Old Madam, mindful of Nanny You’s kindness, treasured the son she left behind. Nanny You’s son grew up together with the Old Marquis and served the Old Marquis his entire life. Later he went with his wife to follow the Old Marquis to the frontier, and the couple never returned.”

“Nanny You’s son left behind only Foolish Sister. That girl’s mind isn’t quite right—she’s a simpleton.”

“But all these years Old Madam kept supporting her, giving Foolish Sister a job in the main kitchen watching the fish, daily just feeding and caring for the fresh and live fish the estate hadn’t yet slaughtered. Who knew that with all the chaos below now, someone would actually covet this job of feeding and counting fish, and actually incited Concubine Lin to sell Foolish Sister…”

Chapter 67: Rumors
Song Wan frowned. “Did no one tell Lin Jiayue about Foolish Sister’s background?”

Xiang Cao shook her head. “Miss, you don’t know—the estate has completely descended into chaos now. Concubine Lin has the servants below implementing that wretched rotation system. Everyone is fighting tooth and nail for the lucrative positions in the kitchen and storerooms. Who still has time to advise her about anything?”

“Everyone hopes the estate becomes even more chaotic. After all, no one can trace which hands the shortages occurred under. This servant heard from Si’er that things go missing daily below, yet the account numbers keep multiplying. Now with all the rotations back and forth, who knows where the problem originated. Even if an immortal descended, they couldn’t untangle this vexing mess of accounts.”

Song Wan’s eyes darkened slightly. After pondering a moment, she said, “Have Matron Lang find a tooth broker to inquire. If they locate Foolish Sister, buy her back and send her to one of my dowry estates.”

“A loyal servant’s descendant should not receive such treatment.”

Xiang Cao nodded and turned to handle it.

“Heng Zhi, go find some emetic powder to have on hand. Also tell the servants to notify me immediately when the Marquis returns to the estate.”

Song Wan gripped her handkerchief as she stood before Longxiang Retreat’s carved window, her heart increasingly finding current days dull and tasteless. In the past she most detested handling such petty, trivial matters, yet now she constantly dealt with them—truly vexing.

“When do the steward matrons report estate matters to Lin Jiayue?”

“Probably tomorrow at the hour of the snake.”

Song Wan nodded, sat back down on the prayer cushion, and resumed chanting sutras.

The next day at the first quarter of the snake hour, Song Wan led Heng Zhi and Heng Wu to Xiuyan Pavilion.

Seven or eight matrons crowded inside Xiuyan Pavilion. Some held melon seeds in their hands, some ate pastries, others spat out tea leaves. Most outrageous was an unfamiliar-faced matron standing by the door, picking her teeth with something.

The group chattered incessantly, their noise causing Song Wan to furrow her brow.

“First Madam.”

Seeing Song Wan, several matrons abruptly stood. Melon seeds in their hands scattered and spilled everywhere in a filthy, chaotic mess.

“Where is Concubine Lin?”

A matron said, “Concubine Lin went to the small kitchen to make us iced cheese. She said eating it dispels heat, and with calm hearts and smooth qi, we can accomplish twice the work with half the effort.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, seeing the filth covering the floor, and retreated two steps.

Seeing this, Heng Zhi spoke up. “Do you still have any semblance of servants? Though Concubine Lin is but a concubine, she currently manages the household and can be considered half your master. This current confusion of high and low, this undistinguished master-servant absurd behavior—who taught you this?”

“I told them to do this. Do you have an objection?”

Lin Jiayue and Qian Bi carried a large lacquered tray holding several bowls of iced cheese.

She had just entered when she heard Heng Zhi scolding those steward matrons.

“I instructed them to do so. We’re all people—why distinguish between high and low? Just because you’re willing to kneel daily serving others doesn’t mean everyone else is. In my Xiuyan Pavilion, there’s no rule requiring people to speak or work while kneeling.”

She most detested that air of noble arrogance on Song Wan.

“Servants are also people, merely hired help. Why torment them to death?”

“What nonsense are you…”

Song Wan raised her hand and Heng Zhi fell silent, retreating to the side without another word.

She had no patience for Lin Jiayue’s useless arguments. She came today with only one purpose.

“I heard you’ve sold quite a few servants?”

“So what if I have? Do you know the Marquis Estate doesn’t need this many people at all?”

Song Wan said, “Since the founding of the dynasty, the Chengyang Marquis Estate has been passed down for a hundred years. The estate has never had a precedent for selling servants. Are you aware?”

Lin Jiayue laughed coldly. “Then this precedent begins with me. What will you do about it?”

Seeing Song Wan’s indifferent expression, unsmiling, Lin Jiayue sneered. “You’re not the one bearing the Marquis Estate’s expenses. Of course you can make lofty pronouncements without effort. With so many people in the Marquis Estate, if we don’t reduce a batch, won’t we be dragged down alive?”

Lin Jiayue actually thought she was supporting the entire Marquis Estate? Based on what—those two so-called profitable shops of hers?

For a moment Song Wan found it rather amusing. Though she previously knew this person was arrogant and conceited, she hadn’t known she would be conceited to this degree.

But none of this concerned her.

“I’m only here to tell you that estate servants cannot be sold. Since the Marquis Estate has no such precedent, absolutely no rule may be broken when it reaches you.”

“By what right do you say these things to me?”

“By right of being the Chengyang Marquis’s wife.”

Lin Jiayue smiled coldly and pulled Mother Jiang’s authority token from her bosom, throwing it on the table. She wanted to say more, but heard Song Wan say, “You would use filial piety to pressure me?”

Having said this, she turned and left.

What she wanted was only this one sentence. Having achieved her purpose, there was no need to continue entangling.

Song Wan came inexplicably and left suddenly. Lin Jiayue frowned, could only convince herself the other party was ashamed into anger and couldn’t hold on any longer.

“No need to mind her. Everyone eat first. After eating we’ll discuss serious matters.”

Several matrons exchanged glances nervously. Just now suddenly seeing Song Wan, they nearly broke into cold sweat from fright. But seeing First Madam clearly had no intention of managing affairs, they each bloomed with joy in their hearts.

“Concubine Lin is so magnanimous. Now in the entire Marquis Estate no one speaks a word against you.”

“Indeed, indeed. We servants—when have we ever had such dignity before a master? In other courtyards we couldn’t even sit on a small stool.”

Everyone flattered Lin Jiayue, but Lin Jiayue only pursed her lips silently, watching Song Wan’s retreating back.

Walking back to Lanting Courtyard, Song Wan said, “Tomorrow find an estate physician to take my pulse. Say that after I was pressured by Lin Jiayue with filial piety at Xiuyan Pavilion, I fell gravely ill.”

“This servant understands.”

From then on Song Wan hid away in leisure under the pretext of recuperating. Until Jiang Xingjian finished his business at Shanglin Park’s stud farm, she never again saw anyone from the estate.

Jiang Xingjian didn’t yet know the Marquis Estate had been turned upside down. He had just controlled the epidemic at the Imperial Stud Bureau and went to court to report on his work. Having just left court, someone sidled up to him.

“The Marquis is truly blessed with beauties, but really doesn’t understand how to cherish fragrant jade, wasting away Madam’s youth.”

“What do you mean by that, Minister Yu?”

Jiang Xingjian’s expression turned ugly, extremely displeasing that someone would mention Song Wan in such a mocking tone.

That person laughed lightly and strode away.

While Jiang Xingjian was still puzzled, Grand Secretary Sun from the Eastern Pavilion stepped forward. “Does the Marquis have time today?”

“I wonder what instructions Minister Sun has?”

“Previously my humble wife discussed my young daughter’s marriage prospects with the Marquis’s wife. Though our two households haven’t settled matters, I think this affair shouldn’t be dragged out further. Whether it succeeds or not, there should be a conclusion.”

Jiang Xingjian said, “Naturally so.”

“Rather than another day, why not today? My wife is currently in the carriage. How about I invite her to visit your estate together to meet Second Master Yan?”

Jiang Xingjian paused slightly, unsure why the Sun family was suddenly so urgent they couldn’t even wait to send a formal invitation card and choose an auspicious day. But the Marquis Estate had already lost the marriage alliance with the Lan family—they absolutely could not lose this marriage connection with the Sun family.

After brief consideration, Jiang Xingjian nodded and quite readily agreed.

Minister Sun raised his eyebrows, giving him a meaningful look, then nimbly mounted his own carriage.

Chapter 68: Vexation
After Jiang Xingjian returned to the estate with Minister Sun, the gatehouse should have had someone come receive them, but he had alighted from the carriage for quite some time without seeing any servant to welcome or guide guests.

“Ahem, Minister Sun, Madam Sun, please come with me.”

The couple exchanged glances, Madam Sun gripping the handkerchief in her hand, her heart full of worry.

Recently, many rumors about the Marquis Estate had circulated in the capital. If it were only some anecdotes spread by people with ulterior motives, that would be one thing, but even some secret matters from within the Chengyang Marquis Estate’s inner chambers were described in vivid detail, making one inevitably wonder whether the Marquis Estate was truly as the rumors claimed—that its foundation was exhausted, unable even to maintain its internal affairs.

If this were true, she absolutely could not let Xiuxiu marry into the Marquis Estate.

“Madam Sun, Minister Sun, please sit. I’ll return shortly.”

Jiang Xingjian left the main hall for receiving guests with a somber expression, but unexpectedly, after searching for quite some time, he couldn’t find a single servant or matron.

With great difficulty encountering a menial matron hurrying past, the gloom on Jiang Xingjian’s face had reached its peak.

“What’s going on? Where have the servants on duty at the gatehouse and tea room gone?”

The matron replied anxiously, “Reporting to the Marquis, everyone is busy.”

“Absurd! What could be more important than receiving guests? Go summon those on duty at the tea room. Also send someone to notify Madam and Second Master. Have Second Master come find me in the outer courtyard, and have Madam prepare to receive Madam Sun.”

Forcibly suppressing his anger, Jiang Xingjian propped up his weary body to go out and attend to the guests.

He exchanged pleasantries with the Sun family couple for quite some time. Even after Jiang Yan appeared, they still hadn’t seen a trace of the maids who should have come to serve tea.

Madam Sun looked at Minister Sun and finally sighed.

It seemed the rumors circulating outside were not groundless.

“Paying respects to Minister Sun and Madam Sun.”

Upon entering, Jiang Yan greeted the two, but when his eyes fell on Jiang Xingjian, his gaze was extremely complex, the subtle emotions within leaving Jiang Xingjian quite puzzled.

“Second Young Master Jiang cuts such a fine figure—truly remarkable.”

Madam Sun thought highly of Jiang Yan. Not only did this person appear gentle and refined, his conduct was proper and measured. Even now, no excessive rumors had emerged from his quarters.

“This servant apologizes to the Marquis. This servant deserves ten thousand deaths.”

Before Madam Sun could observe Jiang Yan further, an eleven or twelve-year-old young maid rushed through the door. Having said only one sentence, she knelt on the ground, trembling and not daring to rise.

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was stern, his thin lips pressed into a straight line. Had there not been guests present, he surely would have exploded in fury.

Seeing he remained silent, Jiang Yan spoke up. “Go pour tea for the guests.”

The little maid scrambled up in a panic and stumbled out.

Madam Sun sighed and shook her head disappointedly at Minister Sun.

“I came today to tell the Marquis that my young daughter truly cannot aspire to match your distinguished household. The marriage previously discussed shall be cancelled. Henceforth, when men marry and women wed, we shall be unrelated.”

Jiang Xingjian frowned, about to speak, when Jiang Yan preempted him. “It is this youth who lacks talent and cannot match your esteemed household’s young lady. Minister Sun’s magnanimity in protecting this student’s reputation—I truly dare not accept such grace.”

Seeing this, Madam Sun’s heart filled with even more regret and pain. She glared at Jiang Xingjian with hostile eyes.

“…”

Completely baffled, Jiang Xingjian was still trying to salvage the marriage alliance between the two families when he heard Madam Sun say, “Second Young Master Jiang is refined and elegant, his future prospects limitless. It is my daughter who lacks the fortune…”

Having spoken, Madam Sun pulled Minister Sun away in quick steps, as if the Marquis Estate were some filthy, inauspicious place.

Jiang Xingjian furrowed his brow tightly, looking at Jiang Yan. “Why did you so easily push away the Sun family marriage?”

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes, but his mind kept flashing through the inner chamber secrets he had heard these past days.

After a long while, he finally lowered his gaze, concealing his emotions. “The Marquis might ask Concubine Lin in his quarters.”

Having spoken, Jiang Yan bowed and departed.

Hearing Lin Jiayue’s name, Jiang Xingjian only felt a fishy sweetness in his throat, an oppressive knot in his chest that wouldn’t ease. Having not rested for an entire month, now returning to the Marquis Estate he only wished to find a peaceful place to rest briefly. Who would have thought even such a small matter would become a luxury?

“Someone come.”

The Marquis Estate was utterly silent. The groups of maids, matrons, and servants who usually attended everywhere were now nowhere to be seen.

Jiang Xingjian forcibly suppressed his anger and said to Song Yan beside him, “Have all the stewards of the outer courtyard died off? Go, have them all wait for me in the small study.”

Having just finished these instructions, he strode into the inner courtyard of the Marquis Estate.

But the inner courtyard was hardly better than outside. Only after walking all the way to Lanting Courtyard’s entrance did Jiang Xingjian see two matrons sitting in the covered walkway, laughing and talking.

“Madam has been angered by Concubine Lin into illness for many days. She appears useless. In the future we’ll still have to rely on Concubine Lin.”

Another matron pursed her lips. “You and I have been in the Marquis Estate for how many years—have you ever seen such household management? Though our purses are full, what suffering for the Marquis Estate’s ancestors. If the Jiang family ancestors have spirits underground and learn such a calamity has appeared, they’ll probably crawl up from below to strangle… the Marquis!”

The matron hadn’t finished speaking when she was so frightened she tumbled from the walkway with a thud, falling before Jiang Xingjian.

Jiang Xingjian’s fury blazed, his voice stern. “What’s going on? I’ve only been away from the estate for just over a month, and the Marquis Estate has become such chaos? And what is this about Madam being gravely ill that you two mentioned?”

Kneeling on the ground, the matron trembled. “Reporting to the Marquis, it was… some days ago First Madam tried to stop Concubine Lin from selling servants. As a result, Concubine Lin produced Madam’s authority token. Pressed by filial duty, Madam dared not object and fell ill from anger.”

“Selling servants? Since my Marquis Estate’s founding, there has never been a precedent for selling servants. Whom has she sold?”

“Sold… sold nearly a hundred. This old servant doesn’t know who all they were. Only Concubine Lin has the list…”

Jiang Xingjian’s vision went black. Song Yan hurried forward to support him.

No wonder, no wonder when he left court today Minister Yu and Minister Sun were so strange, Yu Shiquan’s words frivolous and utterly disrespectful.

Nearly a hundred servants sold…

Jiang Xingjian didn’t dare imagine what consequences this would trigger.

He steadied his mind, barely managing to support his body, before heading toward Lanting Courtyard’s main residence.

Song Wan heard from servants that Jiang Xingjian had returned to the estate, so early on she had Heng Zhi fetch the prepared emetic powder to brew.

Emetic powder was bitter and cold, slightly toxic.

“Miss, the Marquis has walked to the courtyard entrance and will soon come to Longxiang Retreat.”

Song Wan unhurriedly blew on the emetic powder tea in her cup and slowly drank it down.

The moment Jiang Xingjian pushed open Longxiang Retreat’s door, he saw Song Wan wearing plain clothes, her fair face without powder or rouge, so plain and simple it evoked pity.

But now her delicate brows were slightly furrowed, her lip color also pale, appearing sickly.

A thousand words surged up from his tongue, only to be pressed down again by Jiang Xingjian.

“I heard from estate servants you were ill? Are you feeling better?”

Song Wan nodded with a pale face, appearing quite uncomfortable.

Jiang Xingjian’s thin lips parted slightly. He wanted to ask Song Wan how the housekeeping authority had fallen into Lin Jiayue’s hands again, also wanted to ask why his mother had given Lin Jiayue the authority token. He also wanted to ask if she knew about the estate selling servants, but looking at Song Wan’s complexion, he couldn’t ask a single question.

After a long while, Jiang Xingjian said, “Do you have somewhere I could rest briefly?”

Song Wan raised her eyes in puzzlement, as if never expecting Jiang Xingjian would say such words.

She pondered a moment and nodded, pointing to the arhat bed in the room and indicating for Heng Zhi to tidy it up for Jiang Xingjian to rest.

Having the maids bring him hot water, after Jiang Xingjian washed his face and lay down, he fell into deep sleep in mere moments.

Song Wan sat on the embroidered stool, enduring her discomfort, slightly vexed.

Chapter 69: Decline
Had she known earlier that Jiang Xingjian would be so sensible and tactful, why would she have bothered drinking that emetic powder tea, making herself endure the churning pain in her stomach?

Song Wan covered her lips, glancing at Jiang Xingjian lying on the couch.

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi stepped forward worriedly. Song Wan waved her hand to indicate she was fine and opened the “Eight Arrays of Ancient Remedies” to study carefully.

Lin Jiayue was very pleased to receive news that Jiang Xingjian had returned to the estate. She hadn’t seen him for an entire month and had been missing him desperately. Even hearing from a matron that the Marquis had flown into a rage upon returning didn’t concern her.

“Most likely the matters at the Imperial Stud Bureau didn’t go smoothly. In a bit, all of you be more observant and don’t provoke him further.”

Changing before the bronze mirror into a silk butterfly-and-flower skirt that made her appear even more fresh and charming, Lin Jiayue asked with a smile, “Where is the Marquis?”

“According to people below, when the Marquis first returned he went to First Madam’s place. This servant saw Cuiwei from the main residence heating water in the kitchen, so presumably he’s resting now.”

“He went to find Song Wan?”

Lin Jiayue clenched her fist, her expression turning ugly as she rushed into Longxiang Retreat.

Inside, Song Wan sat at her writing desk reading while Jiang Xingjian lay on the couch catching up on sleep. Seeing the two quite far apart, only then did Lin Jiayue suppress her anger and walk to his side.

She half-crouched down, gently pushing a few times. “Jiang Yi? Stop sleeping.”

Having knelt at the Earl of Jinxiang’s estate for over ten days, then keeping watch with the plague physicians outside the poultry pens at Shanglin Park’s stud farm for another ten-plus days, Jiang Xingjian felt as if he had lost most of his three souls and seven spirits. Only after Lin Jiayue pushed him for quite some time did he slowly awaken.

Sunlight flooded the room, causing him to squint slightly. “Ah Wan?”

The gentle smile on her face nearly faltered. Lin Jiayue’s lips pressed tightly together, but she could only force herself to smile. “Marquis, it’s Yue’er.”

“Are you tired? Why are you sleeping here? You’re causing others too much trouble.”

As she spoke, she reached out to help him up.

Seeing clearly that the person before him was Lin Jiayue, Jiang Xingjian sat silently on the couch, bent at the waist pressing his forehead for a long while without making a sound.

Song Wan set down her book and said to Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, “The Marquis is unwell. Help Concubine Lin escort the Marquis back to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

Jiang Xingjian raised his head, his eyes obscure and unclear.

“Marquis, this servant will escort you…”

“No need.”

Jiang Xingjian swept his sleeve and left. Lin Jiayue rose and followed, though her heart held some unease.

Upon entering Xiuyan Pavilion, Jiang Xingjian spoke coldly. “All of you leave.”

Lin Jiayue laughed awkwardly. “What’s wrong with you? Did you not rest well?”

Jiang Xingjian said, “Did no one tell you that in the Marquis Estate’s hundred-year history, servants have never been sold? Did you truly not know what consequences selling servants would bring?”

As his words fell, Jiang Xingjian laughed coldly. “You didn’t know. You know nothing, yet you dare to do anything.”

“When I left, I didn’t place the housekeeping authority in your hands. Don’t you understand what that meant?”

“Since entering the Marquis Estate, how many disasters have you caused? Do you still not know restraint? I’ve only been away from the estate for just over a month, and you’ve already created this monumental catastrophe. Can you not be more prudent?”

Lin Jiayue’s face turned ashen. “You want me to be prudent? If I were prudent, who would open the ice shop and rouge shop for the Marquis Estate?”

“Enough.”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes turned cold. “If you value these shops so highly, I’ll return them to you today. What do you say?”

“What do you mean?”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened, tears instantly sliding down.

“I followed you all the way to the Marquis Estate, willing to become a concubine for you. I thought of every method to open shops and earn money for the Marquis Estate. I sold servants because I saw the Marquis Estate being dragged down until it could barely breathe…”

“I consider you in everything, and now you say you’ll return them to me? Jiang Xingjian, do you have no heart?”

Jiang Xingjian remained silent, his heart in utter turmoil.

“From now on, don’t concern yourself with estate housekeeping matters. Stay properly in the inner chambers and think about that firearms formula—that’s the real business.”

He was already too weary to speak, too weary to teach Lin Jiayue anymore.

Even when he carefully advised her to handle matters cautiously and think more about the Marquis Estate’s thousands of people, in Lin Jiayue’s heart, the most important thing in the world was only herself. As for whether others lived or died, she simply didn’t care at all, much less the Marquis Estate’s reputation or any future.

“Give me the list of servants who were sold. I’ll try to have people search them out.”

Lin Jiayue didn’t understand why he was making such a scene today, nor did she comprehend why the Marquis Estate kept so many useless people for no reason. Already being dragged down to collapse, yet still stubbornly maintaining that wealthy household facade—truly laughable.

Resentfully throwing the list of sold servants at Jiang Xingjian, Lin Jiayue sat on the bed silently shedding tears.

Jiang Xingjian still spoke coldly. “Mother’s authority token.”

“Here, take it back.”

With a slap she threw it on the ground. Veins bulged on Jiang Xingjian’s forehead, but he only clenched his teeth, forcibly enduring as he walked out.

After asking servants, he learned Mother Jiang was at Fuhe Hall. Jiang Xingjian hurried there.

Having just entered Fuhe Hall, before he could even question Mother Jiang about why she had given the housekeeping authority to Lin Jiayue, he heard Mother Jiang cry out, “Yi’er, you’ve finally returned.”

Old Madam Jiang lay on the bed and, hearing this, eagerly raised her head.

“Good child, come let your grandmother look at you.”

Jiang Xingjian stepped forward to support Old Madam Jiang, swallowing all the words in his mouth.

“Grandmother’s health has improved?”

Old Madam Jiang nodded. “Thanks to your mother staying by my side day and night without removing her clothes. With her care I was able to wake. Otherwise, this time I’m afraid…”

“Pah pah pah, what is Old Madam saying?”

Mother Jiang pressed a handkerchief to the corners of her eyes. Her face was waxy yellow, the area beneath her eyes tinged blue, and her cheeks had thinned considerably—clearly she had suffered hardship.

Old Madam Jiang smiled, opening her mouth wearily. “How has the estate been recently? Is there anything wrong? That day at the great banquet, did you follow my words and send Concubine Lin back to Xiuyan Pavilion?”

Mother Jiang laughed awkwardly, turning her gaze away, not daring to look at her.

Jiang Xingjian said, “Naturally we followed Grandmother’s instructions. Everything in the estate is normal. Wan’er has managed things very well.”

“Wan’er is a good child. I can rest assured leaving the Marquis Estate to her. Yi’er, no matter how devoted you are to Concubine Lin, you must not become estranged from Wan’er. A virtuous wife brings blessings to three generations. Wan’er’s character is intelligent and resolute. In the future she will surely be able to help you jointly protect the Marquis Estate for a hundred years.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes. “Yi’er understands.”

“After this ordeal, my body is far worse than before. Grandmother only hopes… before then, to see my great-grandchild born into the world.”

“Grandmother’s health is sound. Surely nothing will happen. Don’t speak nonsense.”

Old Madam Jiang laughed. “You actually dare tease your grandmother now.”

The old lady’s body had not yet fully recovered. After speaking a few sentences she felt utterly exhausted. Seeing this, Mother Jiang stepped forward with a soft pillow to find a more comfortable position for the old lady.

After Old Madam Jiang fell asleep, Jiang Xingjian pulled Mother Jiang out of the bedchamber. Just as he was about to speak to her about the recent chaos in the estate, he saw Mother Jiang, looking completely worn out, patting her own legs.

Tending the sick was inherently extremely taxing, especially given Mother Jiang’s advanced age.

Jiang Xingjian’s thin lips opened and closed, finally saying, “Mother, return to your courtyard to rest. Today I’ll watch over Grandmother.”

“That won’t do. How can I let you be exhausted? You’ve just finished with your duties—go back to your quarters and rest. With Mother here for Old Madam, you need not expend the slightest thought.”

“…”

Jiang Xingjian exhaled heavily and finally nodded numbly.

Having walked through the estate for quite some time, he finally suppressed the vexation in his heart and went to Lanting Courtyard.

With such a major flaw appearing in the Marquis Estate’s inner chambers, aside from Song Wan, no one could salvage the current decline. Moreover, regarding the Marquis Estate’s reputation in the capital and the matter of selling servants, only she had the ability to handle it flawlessly.

Chapter 70: Breaking the Engagement
“Miss, the Marquis has come.”

Heng Zhi reported with furrowed brow. Song Wan set down her book and lightly patted her forehead, quite vexed.

She pursed her lips and murmured, “I knew I couldn’t escape.”

She didn’t know why Jiang Xingjian hadn’t asked everything clearly when he came at noon, forcing her to drink that emetic powder tea again and suffer through that vexing taste once more.

When Jiang Xingjian entered, he saw Song Wan’s complexion even paler than before. She was leaning against a stone-blue wool cushion, her brow tightly furrowed in extreme discomfort.

“Have you had an estate physician examine you?”

Song Wan nodded but said nothing.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian worried endlessly and quickly had Heng Zhi summon the estate physician.

“No need. The estate physician just examined me during the day. There’s no serious problem.”

Song Wan rose, and Heng Zhi came over to support her.

“Marquis, what brings you here?”

“There are some matters I need to discuss with you.”

Looking down at the list of sold servants in his hand, Jiang Xingjian suddenly found it difficult to speak.

“You may speak freely.”

Song Wan extended her hand, inviting Jiang Xingjian to sit, and poured two cups of hot tea.

Jiang Xingjian’s expression eased slightly. He pushed the list before Song Wan. “This is the list of servants sold from the estate. I’ve already sent people to search for their whereabouts, but there should already be some rumors outside…”

“Moreover, today Minister Sun and Madam Sun came to the estate and withdrew from the marriage arrangement between our two families.”

Song Wan frowned, then quickly recovered her composure.

She had invested much effort in the marriage with the Sun family. She was unwilling to see it come to this end.

“Do you have any way to keep the Marquis Estate from being implicated?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, concealing the emotions within them.

Jiang Xingjian assumed she was considering countermeasures. Who knew that after sitting for a moment, when she raised her head again, her face was frighteningly pale, clearly enduring pain. Cold sweat gradually formed on the young lady’s forehead, yet she still forced herself to remain composed as she picked up the list to examine it carefully.

“Forget it. Your health is paramount. Rest first. I’ll think of solutions for estate matters myself.”

Pulling the list from Song Wan’s hands, Jiang Xingjian looked worried. “Go to your room and rest.”

Song Wan didn’t insist. She rose with difficulty and returned to her room.

Summer clothing was already light and thin. Only when she turned did Jiang Xingjian discover her back garment was soaked through with cold sweat, clinging to her skin.

Jiang Xingjian pursed his lips, hesitated, then followed.

“I’ll have the estate physician come examine your pulse.”

Heng Zhi said, “These past days the estate physician has come daily to take Madam’s pulse. They haven’t determined what the problem is, only saying she should rest quietly and absolutely not tax her mind or strength.”

“These past days, three or four estate physicians have been taking turns coming. They’ve exhausted Madam so much she has to change clothes many times a day. I see she’s actually become worse than before they came.”

“If the Marquis pities Madam, he should stop tormenting her.”

Heng Wu said coldly from the side, “How can we stop tormenting her? With the estate in such chaos, even if Miss has to crawl, she must crawl out to clean up the mess for others.”

The two chattered on with veiled criticisms. Jiang Xingjian stiffened, only leaving behind a phrase about resting well before departing Lanting Courtyard.

The moment he left, Song Wan curled up and burrowed into the bedding.

“Miss, this servant has filled a hot water bottle for you to warm your body.”

Holding the hot water bottle in her arms, only then did Song Wan relax somewhat.

“Miss is the Marquis Estate’s principal wife. You can avoid housekeeping matters for a time but not forever. You cannot always harm your own body like this.”

Song Wan closed her eyes and sighed softly. “With rumors flying outside, the Song household will surely take action. I want to see… what Father will do.”

She held some hope in her heart. Though she knew it would not be easy, ultimately her heart yearned for it.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu discerned some of her thoughts and couldn’t help feeling their hearts ache, attending to her even more carefully.

Because Song Wan was still ill, Jiang Xingjian could only handle the estate’s chaotic affairs himself. He attended to duties during the day, and after finishing work still had to learn to manage the inner chambers like a woman—naturally he couldn’t endure it. Fortunately, Huai Su could help him shoulder some of the burden. Seeing that Huai Su handled matters fairly properly and was familiar with the estate’s steward matrons, he gradually relinquished control to her.

Lin Jiayue was greatly dissatisfied with this, but now Jiang Xingjian avoided her at every turn, leaving her anger with nowhere to vent.

“Concubine, Madam Chen requests an audience.”

“What is she here for?”

Qian Bi shook her head to indicate she didn’t know. Lin Jiayue reluctantly received the guest, but was immediately shocked by what Madam Chen said upon seeing her.

Lin Jiayue listened with a shocked expression. “Ten thousand taels dowry?”

“Indeed. Who in the capital doesn’t now know that the Marquis Estate’s Third Miss loves to read improper and miscellaneous books in her chambers? What family would dare want or marry such an immoral, unruly woman?”

“What miscellaneous or improper books?”

Lin Jiayue looked completely puzzled.

Madam Chen sneered. “The rumors outside… though they can’t really be called rumors, weren’t the servants sold by the Marquis Estate itself? Some servants said the Marquis Estate’s Third Miss, young as she is, most loves reading miscellaneous books, and usually reads them aloud in her room. At such an age her character is already corrupted—such a young lady who knows nothing of chastity, the Chen household is still willing to seek her hand in marriage, already bearing tremendous injustice.”

“But considering our two families have already exchanged betrothal letters, I’ll just swallow this bitter pill. However, as for the dowry, less than ten thousand taels is out of the question.”

Lin Jiayue pursed her lips. Only now did she vaguely understand why both Song Wan and Jiang Xingjian said servants could not be sold.

But still…

“You’re threatening me?”

“Concubine Lin, those words sound rather unpleasant. The Marquis Estate’s young lady doesn’t understand propriety—how has this become our fault?”

Lin Jiayue narrowed her eyes disdainfully. “I’d like to know what improper or miscellaneous books are worth ten thousand taels of silver?”

Madam Chen glanced at her sideways. “Perhaps something like ‘The Story of Yingying’ or ‘The Peony Pavilion.’ How would I know?”

“I think you’ve gone mad desiring silver, using such things to threaten me? Go ahead and tell others—see if anyone will pay you any mind. As for the marriage between the Marquis Estate and the Chen household, marry or don’t marry as you please. I’d like to see whether the Marquis Estate’s young lady, without your Chen family, will be unable to marry!”

“Fine, fine, fine.”

Madam Chen was nearly driven to fall backward in anger.

She abruptly stood, her narrow eyes full of calculating gleam. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you today. Once a young lady’s reputation is ruined, there’s only one path left for her. Have you thought this through clearly?”

“Our Marquis Estate’s young lady, even if her reputation is ruined at home, will not marry into your Chen family.”

Lin Jiayue laughed coldly and turned to leave, only feeling that Madam Chen had truly gone mad.

Just reading “The Story of Yingying” or “The Peony Pavilion” was called losing one’s chastity? If word got out, wouldn’t it make people laugh their heads off?

Already scolded by Jiang Xingjian until her anger blazed, now Madam Chen came threatening her at her door. If she hadn’t wanted to cause more trouble, she definitely would have splashed hot tea all over Madam Chen’s face just now.

Previously she had strongly recommended the Chen family and settled Jiang Jing’s marriage. Now that Madam Chen suddenly turned against them, it really wasn’t good to add fuel to the fire at this juncture. Moreover, she had calculated that the other party was merely coming to the Marquis Estate to kick them while they were down, so she didn’t tell anyone about this matter.

Who knew the Chen family would turn around and brazenly come to break off the engagement, using the reason that the Marquis Estate’s Third Miss wasn’t chaste, that instead of studying the “Biographies of Exemplary Women” or “Four Books for Women” in her chambers, she actually read improper things.

Chapter 71: Demise
When Song Wan learned that the Chen family had come to break off the engagement, and that they had made such a grand spectacle of it, she had no choice but to come forward to negotiate.

Although she didn’t want to concern herself with the Marquis Estate’s affairs, once a woman had her engagement broken off by her husband’s family, she would have no other path left, let alone a young lady like Jiang Jing who had been burdened with such a tainted reputation.

Having the matchmakers and official go-between sent by the Chen family to break off the engagement brought into the estate, Song Wan said with a cold expression: “Breaking an engagement is a major matter between two estates. You’re wildly implicating our Marquis Estate’s young lady and ruining the Marquis Estate’s reputation. I wonder if you’ve prepared yourselves to completely tear apart relations with the Marquis Estate?”

The official matchmaker who had come to break off the engagement said with a fawning laugh: “Madam, where does that come from? Right now in the capital, there are rumors spreading…”

“You yourself know these are rumors. Since they’re merely rumors and no actual evidence has been found, yet you so rashly convict our estate’s Third Miss—if that’s the case, can I not also say that Madam Chen is clumsy and careless, that the entire Chen family is vulgar and wicked beyond measure, with no virtue from top to bottom?”

“Aiyoyo, now the Marquis Estate is being unreasonable.”

Madam Chen lowered her eyelids, somewhat not daring to look directly at Song Wan.

“Why are you dragging me into this by saying things about the Marquis Estate? What clumsy hands and feet… Wasn’t it Concubine Lin herself who said that the Marquis Estate’s daughters were a disgrace at home and wouldn’t marry into the Chen family as wives?”

“This engagement was broken off by her first. That the Marquis Estate’s Third Miss doesn’t observe proper conduct and reads those miscellaneous books and heretical texts—Concubine Lin herself admitted this. Now what are you arguing with me about? Could it be that the Marquis Estate still wants to use its high position to suppress us?”

“…”

Even though Song Wan prided herself on her sharp tongue, hearing now that Lin Jiayue had personally admitted that Jiang Jing read those books left her momentarily speechless.

“This engagement—it’s not the Chen family that wants to break it off.”

Seeing Song Wan at a loss for words, Madam Chen smoothed the hairpin on her head and said: “Since the Marquis Estate looks down on our Chen family, there’s no need for both sides to bear grudges. Breaking off the engagement cleanly and decisively is good for everyone.”

Song Wan’s brows drew together: “The Marquis Estate does not accept the Chen family’s reason for breaking off the engagement.”

Jiang Jing absolutely could not bear the reputation of failing to observe proper conduct. How could a perfectly good unmarried young lady live in the future with such a reputation?

Song Wan turned to glance at Jiang Xingjian. Jiang Xingjian nodded toward her with a gloomy expression.

“The betrothal cards have been exchanged, so this engagement is settled. The Chen family need only wait until the fifteenth of next month to come receive the bride. If the Chen family breaks this engagement, our Marquis Estate will pursue it to the end.”

“Madam Chen, conduct yourself proper…”

Before Song Wan could finish speaking, she saw Concubine Zhou crying and shouting as she came from the inner courtyard. She cried heart-wrenchingly, startling everyone into a momentary daze.

“My Lord, quickly save my Jing’er—Jing’er has thrown herself into the well…”

Jiang Xingjian suddenly stood up. He told Song Wan to wait here while he himself had someone summon several rough servant women from the outer courtyard to go help. Concubine Zhou followed along crying and shouting all the way. Madam Chen, seeing this, said awkwardly: “I never imagined the Marquis Estate’s Third Miss would be one with such a fierce temperament. It seems those were all just rumors after all.”

“Since such a major incident has occurred in the Marquis Estate, it’s inconvenient for me to disturb you further. I’ll return to my estate first.”

Madam Chen pulled the official matchmaker, wanting to leave, but heard Song Wan coldly rebuke: “Block them for me.”

“You’d better pray today that our estate’s Third Miss is completely unharmed. If anything happens to Third Miss, our Marquis Estate will fight the Chen family to the death.”

A group of rough servant women stepped forward to block Madam Chen. Madam Chen shouted loudly: “Outrageous! My husband is also an important minister at court—how dare you treat me this way?”

Song Wan clenched her fists, her heart pounding rapidly.

What floated through her mind was the scene from that day when Concubine Zhou had brought Jiang Jing to Lanting Courtyard to pay respects. The young lady had smiled shyly, a pair of dimples marking her cheeks, appearing both playful and endearing.

At that time she hadn’t been tainted by worldly matters—her round eyes were full of a young girl’s innocence.

But now…

Song Wan’s palms were full of sweat, and her eyes also grew slightly hot.

Suppressing her tears, she said coldly: “If Third Miss is safe and sound, then all will be well. But if Jiang Jing dies today because of the Chen family’s aggressive persecution, in seven days the Chen family can prepare for a funeral wedding.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Just watch and see whether I dare or not!”

Picking up the teacup at hand, Song Wan looked at her slightly trembling hand and put it back down again.

Before long, a burst of mournful wailing erupted from the inner courtyard. The heart-piercing, grief-drinking sound made her heart tremble.

Soon the rough servant women silently carried out a bamboo stretcher with a thin white cloth covering it, barely outlining a slender form beneath.

“Jiang…”

Her throat choked up. Song Wan’s eyes reddened and her steps faltered—she simply couldn’t believe that the lively young lady she had seen just days ago had truly met her fragrant demise today.

Concubine Zhou was blocked by the estate’s servants at Yu’an Courtyard, while Jiang Jing’s corpse was to be sent to the estate’s Jixiang Courtyard.

Jiang Xingjian’s face was cold as frost, heavy with gloom and difficult to read.

The servants carried Jiang Jing’s body past everyone. The bamboo frame trembled slightly, and from beneath the white cloth slipped a slender little hand. Clutched tightly in the hand was a white jade-handled rattle drum with small sheepskin panels—occasionally when it was jostled, it would make a clear ringing sound.

Lin Jiayue sat collapsed before the spirit wall, watching helplessly as people carried the bamboo frame away, looking as if her soul had scattered and her spirit dissipated.

Since Jiang Jing was an unmarried woman, no mourning hall would be set up, she couldn’t enter the ancestral tomb—she could only have funeral rites held at Jixiang Courtyard. Song Wan couldn’t bear for her to end up with such a fate. Lowering her eyes, she said to the servant woman beside her: “Find ten household guards to escort Madam Chen back to her estate. In seven days, hold the wedding ceremony for Third Miss and the Chen family’s young master.”

Jiang Xingjian nodded, and the servant woman beside him went to find people.

Madam Chen shouted loudly that it was Lin Jiayue who had broken off the engagement and it had nothing whatsoever to do with the Chen estate, but no one responded to her.

With Heng Zhi and Heng Wu’s support, Song Wan returned to Lanting Courtyard. Jiang Xingjian walked to the spirit wall where Lin Jiayue had already cried until her face was covered in tears.

“How could anyone be so foolish as to throw themselves into a well over something as illusory and insubstantial as reputation? Reading a few romantic novels in one’s own room—how could that possibly count as losing one’s chastity? To throw oneself into a well for such a reason… how could it be so absurd?”

“They’re all a bunch of lunatics, a bunch of lunatics…”

All that filled Lin Jiayue’s mind was that pair of deathly pale hands of Jiang Jing’s, and in her ears was the clear, crisp sound of the leather drum.

Her face was covered in tears, her gaze dejected and hollow as she leaned against the spirit wall.

Jiang Xingjian passed by her without even pausing, leaving directly.

The entire Marquis Estate was deathly quiet. Though a young lady had departed, not a trace of white mourning cloth could be seen in the estate. Only at Jixiang Courtyard was there a nanmu wood coffin set up, with a copper basin for burning paper money beside it, and a few scattered servants numbly tossing in yellow paper from time to time.

Song Wan sat before her writing desk, eyes red but shedding no tears.

“Find two servant women and maids to go to Yu’an Courtyard to keep Concubine Zhou company. Additionally, take five hundred taels of silver from my dowry to prepare a trousseau for Jiang Jing.”

“The estate is in terrible chaos—find people to guard Jiang Jing’s coffin so no one casually opens it and disturbs the burial goods.”

“Find someone to ask the Marquis—how should the wedding between the Chen family and Jiang Jing be handled? If the Chen family adamantly refuses, will the Marquis Estate yield, and to what degree?”

Heng Wu wiped away tears and went to find Jiang Xingjian. After receiving the response that at any cost, Jiang Jing must be buried in the Chen family’s ancestral tomb, Song Wan nodded with a quiet sigh: “He hasn’t completely lost his backbone as I had imagined.”

“Miss, should we notify the Madam and Old Madam about Third Miss’s matter?”

“Send someone to inform the Madam. As for whether to tell Old Madam, let the Madam decide herself.”

Xiang Cao went to the courtyard to find a little maid to relay the message. Jiang Xingjian’s side also sent a servant boy to notify others in the estate.

Jiang Yan wasn’t at the estate—he was currently at a wine house discussing important matters with Xiao Jiye.

Chapter 72: Drunkenness
There were quite a few wine houses in the capital, but Jiang Yan and Xiao Jiye were uniquely fond of finding a small boat and drifting on the river.

“Try this.”

Casually tossing over a wine jug, Xiao Jiye said: “Good stuff—you may never have drunk it before.”

Jiang Yan let out a cold laugh and opened the bamboo stopper.

The wine in the jug was clear and had a honey color. A rich, mellow fragrance assailed his nostrils, making one intoxicated before even drinking. Jiang Yan curved his lips in a smile and took out a wine cup to fill it.

“Tsk.”

Xiao Jiye raised his eyebrow slightly, his voice carrying faint mockery: “You’re in quite a good mood. Have you heard the rumors spreading through the capital?”

“I’ve heard that your marquis brother neglects his legitimate wife, and the two still haven’t consummated their marriage…”

Thinking of that startling glimpse from that day, Xiao Jiye shook his head, laughing unrestrainedly: “What a terrible waste of heaven’s gifts.”

Hearing this, Jiang Yan’s expression gradually turned cold: “She is not someone you can casually trifle with or mock.”

“You treasure her like a precious jewel, yet she’s been discarded like worn shoes by another. The affairs of this world are truly amusing.”

Grabbing the wine jug on the table and draining it in one gulp, the honey-colored wine flowed down past his Adam’s apple. Xiao Jiye raised his hand to wipe it away, his movements carefree and unrestrained. Watching him, Jiang Yan suddenly felt envious—envious of the other’s casual freedom, of how he had never taken worldly conventions to heart.

“However…”

After restraining himself again and again, Xiao Jiye still couldn’t hold back. He bent down halfway, his expression unruly: “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Xiao Jiye sneered: “Why put on that false air of an upright gentleman in front of me? I’m not your sister-in-law—I don’t care to see such pretenses.”

The hand with which Jiang Yan held his wine cup tightened slightly, the look in his eyes gradually shifting from clear and gentle to sinister.

“Now that’s more pleasing to my eyes.”

Jiang Yan wanted to lash out but ultimately suppressed it.

When he first heard about his elder brother’s bedroom matters, he hadn’t been without certain thoughts. But compared to obtaining that person, he was more afraid of her looking at him with disgust and hatred.

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes, feeling powerless in his heart, the strength in his hands slowly draining away.

She would never tolerate such thoughts from him.

The mellow wine flowed down his throat. No matter how crisp, sweet, smooth and fragrant the taste was, mixed with his base thoughts and bleak bitterness, it became obscure, sour, and piercing to heart and tongue.

Seeing his dejected appearance, Xiao Jiye suddenly grew curious—what kind of charm did that woman possess to bewitch Jiang Yan to such a state of infatuation?

Leaning back slightly, Xiao Jiye grinned, his eyes full of mockery. He would never be as foolish as Jiang Yan, handing control of his own joys and sorrows over to another person.

“Last time when you borrowed my name to widely purchase shops in the capital, do you know how much silver I lost from all the commotion you caused?”

Jiang Yan said indifferently: “When that shipment from Srivijaya returns, I’ll give you ten percent.”

“How generous.”

Seeing that the wine he’d brought was finished, Xiao Jiye brought up another jar. After the two drank heartily for a while, Xiao Jiye said: “This woman who’s turned the Marquis Estate completely upside down—just who is she? That she could make the Marquis of Chengyang guard his beautiful wife without entering her door?”

Jiang Yan’s brows knitted slightly: “Just vulgar, common rouge and powder.”

He couldn’t even recall that person’s face.

“Other than your sister-in-law, which woman isn’t vulgar, common rouge and powder in your eyes?”

Xiao Jiye laughed wickedly. Jiang Yan shot him a slightly warning glance.

“With your methods, if you wanted to deal with that foolish creature, wouldn’t it be easy? Why did you need to borrow my name?”

“…”

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes mockingly: “What would you understand?”

How could someone who licked blood from a knife’s edge understand feminine charms? Much less matters between men and women.

Taking a gulp of strong liquor, Jiang Yan smiled bitterly: “Even if I have countless methods, what use are they? Should I eliminate her and watch those two become affectionate and intimate?”

“Then you’ll allow that concubine to lord it over your sister-in-law?”

Xiao Jiye didn’t understand. If it were his woman, he absolutely wouldn’t let anyone bully or humiliate her in the slightest. Jiang Yan’s roundabout thoughts were truly impossible to fathom.

“She’s just a concubine of lowly birth. As long as she can’t give birth to a bastard son for the Marquis Estate, she’s nothing.”

Draining the wine in his bowl, Jiang Yan’s expression turned gentle: “She’s a crystal-pure person, naturally disdaining to use any dirty methods. What she disdains and refuses to do, I’ll do for her. What she thinks and wishes, I’ll also accomplish for her.”

“She wanted to purchase shops early to profit from that foolish woman—I drove up the price of all the shops in the capital for her. She wanted me to marry the Sun family’s daughter—I married her. She didn’t want to continue supporting the Marquis Estate—I forced the Sun family to break off the engagement.”

“Song Fu has been having difficulties at the Ministry of Personnel, and she felt distressed and couldn’t bear it—I scattered all my private fortune to help Song Fu rise in position.”

“I have countless methods, yet I alone am unwilling to break apart Jiang Xingjian and that foolish woman.”

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes: “I’m willing to wish those two a lifetime of harmony. Every day I hope the two of them will be in perfect harmony like lute and zither, like paired wings on linked branches.”

“But I also can’t bear to see her suffering alone for life. I…”

“You’re drunk.”

Xiao Jiye spoke lightly, interrupting Jiang Yan’s words. Jokes were fine in moderation, but it wouldn’t be good if they went too deep.

Jiang Yan’s mouth tasted bitter. He only smiled and drank down another bowl of strong liquor.

The two set aside private matters and spoke a few more words about future business. By the time the boat drifted downstream, it was already past the hour of the Dog. The Marquis Estate’s servant boy was waiting anxiously on shore. As soon as Jiang Yan disembarked, he saw the person attending him say: “Second Master, you’ve finally returned. Something has happened at the estate.”

“What happened?”

The servant boy said: “It’s Third Miss. Third Miss has passed away.”

Jiang Yan raised an eyebrow: “How did she suddenly die?”

After the matter was explained to Jiang Yan in detail, he only frowned lightly, showing no sign of regret, until the servant boy mentioned that the First Madam had perhaps been frightened excessively and had summoned the estate physician upon returning to her courtyard—only then did he show slight alarm.

Just as he was about to bid farewell to Xiao Jiye, he saw him with a solemn expression, lowering his head to speak quietly with someone beside him.

Jiang Yan only caught one indistinct phrase about a cripple not doing well, then saw the two walk away.

“Return to the estate.”

Riding back to the estate, Jiang Yan had just entered the rear courtyard when he saw Song Wan standing most unusually not far from the hanging flower gate.

He was slightly stunned, then his ears flushed red.

Jiang Yan stood by the gate, not daring to approach, afraid his wine-laden breath would offend Song Wan’s nose.

“Greetings to Second Master.”

Heng Zhi’s voice prompted her, and only then did Song Wan turn around.

“Second Master has been drinking?”

Jiang Yan’s ears grew increasingly hot, his heart full of chagrin. After pondering for a moment, he bowed and said: “I did indeed have a few drinks with a friend.”

Song Wan smiled faintly, casually mentioned that drinking harmed one’s health, then moved aside to let him pass first.

Jiang Yan pressed his lips together, reluctant to leave. Seeing that her movements today were unusual—she shouldn’t still be outside Lanting Courtyard at this hour—he opened his mouth to ask: “Sister-in-law, are you…”

“Waiting for Heng Wu. I had her go to Jixiang Courtyard to add a few more paper money offerings for Third Miss.”

“…”

Only then did Jiang Yan remember he’d been summoned back to the estate for precisely this matter.

As if seeing his somewhat intoxicated appearance, Song Wan said gently: “Are you feeling unwell?”

“I was remiss in drinking and neglecting matters. Sister-in-law, rest assured—Yu Chi will never touch another drop of alcohol in the future.”

Having said this, Jiang Yan bowed and left, returning to Yuling Studio to wash, change clothes, and prepare for the funeral.

Seeing him leave, Song Wan said: “Observe one’s actions and know one’s character. Second Master is a great and refined gentleman—his uprightness and honorability are truly rare.”

Thinking of this, Song Wan suddenly thought that if Jiang Xingjian didn’t return and Jiang Yan inherited the title, the Marquis Estate certainly wouldn’t collapse into disorder and ruin like the end times.

Chapter 73: Justice
Jiang Xingjian was busy with matters, so he handed over the affair of Jiang Jing’s funeral wedding with the Chen family to Jiang Yan.

No one knew what methods Jiang Yan employed, but the Chen family, who had originally resisted to the death, was by the second day dejectedly preparing for the wedding. Not only did they hang white cloth throughout the entire courtyard, they even had someone pour white wedding candles.

It was just that everyone in the entire Chen estate, from top to bottom, had expressions as gloomy and miserable as the deceased Jiang Jing herself.

On the day of Jiang Jing’s wedding, Song Wan leaned against a backrest strung with jade beads, somewhat lost in thought.

Today she was listless and couldn’t muster any energy, nor did she have the heart to do anything, which worried Heng Zhi and Heng Wu greatly.

“Miss, won’t you eat something?”

“I can’t eat.”

She had no appetite and only wanted to sit quietly alone for a while. But just as she closed her eyes, she heard someone running hurriedly through the garden. When she looked clearly, it was actually Yun Que, the senior maid by Madam Jiang’s side.

“First Madam, the Madam asks that you quickly come to Fuhe Hall.”

“What’s happened?”

Song Wan rose from the bed platform. Heng Wu quickly knelt down to help her put on her shoes.

“It’s Concubine Zhou. She took advantage of the servants at Yu’an Courtyard being unprepared and ran out. Now she’s heading to Fuhe Hall. Old Madam is still ill and knows nothing about these matters in the estate. Right now, Concubine Zhou’s appearance is truly unsettling. The Madam feared she couldn’t dissuade her alone, so she had this servant come find you.”

Yun Que looked panicked, very afraid that something might happen to Old Madam.

Song Wan pressed her lips together, changed her dress and followed Yun Que out.

By the time they reached Fuhe Hall, Madam Jiang was directing a courtyard full of servants to hold down Concubine Zhou.

Concubine Zhou had been gentle and timid for a lifetime, but today she was like a fierce beast released from its cage—lunging at anyone she saw to tear at them.

“Why won’t you let me see Old Madam? I want to tell Old Madam about the chaos in this estate, about how you all murdered my Jing’er, causing her to die violently at home at such a young age.”

“As the mistress of the Marquis Estate, you’re incompetent and muddled, never treating my Jing’er as a person.”

Concubine Zhou pointed at Madam Jiang, her voice tearful and blood-curdling: “If you hadn’t set such a poor example at the top, never caring about the estate’s illegitimate children, would my Jing’er have ended up in today’s predicament?”

“You!”

Concubine Zhou pointed at Song Wan, who had just arrived, crying and cursing loudly: “I know my Jing’er made mistakes, listening to the instigation of that creature worse than pigs and dogs. But when you two fought, why did you have to use my Jing’er as a sacrifice?”

“You couldn’t defeat that wanton, wilted flower, so you used my Jing’er as a stepping stone, forcibly blocking her marriage with the Lan family. Are you even human?”

“The Marquis Estate is being ruined by a cheap whore born of a prostitute—does Old Madam care or not?”

“If Old Madam doesn’t give me an explanation today, I’ll bash my head to death at the main gate of the estate, so that from now on the Marquis of Chengyang’s Estate will never have peace, and no one will have a good death!”

Concubine Zhou bit down on the finger of a servant woman grabbing her. The servant woman let out a miserable shriek and immediately retreated several meters.

The people surrounding her no longer dared to approach. Concubine Zhou charged toward Fuhe Hall like a madwoman.

From the distance came running a woman wearing a plain vest and silver hairpins. Seeing Concubine Zhou charging recklessly through the rough servant women, she suddenly rushed over and hugged her tightly.

Concubine Zheng cried out: “Have you gone mad? What kind of place is Fuhe Hall that you can act so wildly here?”

She held Concubine Zhou tightly. Though she wouldn’t let her struggle free, she also wouldn’t let those servants approach.

“Are you possessed? Don’t you want to live? If you don’t want to live, go die in your own courtyard—why are you running here to throw a tantrum?”

Concubine Zhou froze, as if she hadn’t expected that the one coming to stop her now would be this woman who had fought with her for a lifetime, who had trampled her for a lifetime. But somehow, seeing the tears on Concubine Zheng’s face, Concubine Zhou could no longer contain the grievance in her heart and burst into loud sobs.

She slapped her thighs, crying out in anguish: “My Jing’er, my Jing’er is gone.”

“My Jing’er is gone…”

Concubine Zheng pressed her lips together, letting tears stream down her face: “That unfilial creature is gone, so be it. In the future, I’ll have Jiang Ang provide for you in old age. After all, they’re both Old Marquis’s children—what’s wrong with him calling you Auntie?”

The Old Marquis hadn’t been one to greedily crave beauty. Though in his early years he had fooled around for a while and taken several concubines, once the novelty wore off he set them aside. After the Old Marquis passed away, Old Madam granted them mercy, returning their contracts and letting them leave.

Those who had borne illegitimate sons and hadn’t left were only her and Concubine Zhou, as well as Concubine Liu, the birth mother of Jiang Yan and Jiang Xing.

Concubine Liu had a good figure and fine appearance, and moreover had a very fierce temperament. Being a household-born servant of the estate, her status was naturally much higher than theirs. In earlier years, the two of them together couldn’t touch a hair on Liu Zhu’s head. Later, discovering that Concubine Zhou had the softest temperament, she joined forces with Concubine Liu to bully Concubine Zhou.

But competing for favor and being jealous in their youth at least had some purpose. Now that the Old Marquis was gone, these past few years they had all been much more peaceful.

Though they had fought and scolded each other for a lifetime, in the Marquis Estate, aside from those maids and servants, the only ones who could prove that this group of widows had once existed vibrantly were each other.

Concubine Zheng didn’t like Concubine Zhou. She didn’t even like Jiang Jing. But seeing a group of rough servant women wanting to tie her up, she still rushed out.

She gripped Concubine Zhou tightly, crying: “Listen to my advice—live well and don’t cause trouble for the Madam and Old Madam.”

“My Jing’er is gone—what’s the point of me living?”

“I only had this one child in my whole life, but Jing’er is gone!”

Concubine Zhou bit down on Concubine Zheng’s arm, but didn’t use all her strength as she had before.

“What’s all this commotion here?”

Old Madam Jiang, supported by Baozhu and Feicui, walked out trembling. Seeing her, Madam Jiang was so frightened her legs went weak.

“Why don’t you quickly help Old Madam back inside? Be careful of the wind—it might worsen Old Madam’s condition.”

Old Madam Jiang glared angrily at Madam Jiang, then frowned at the courtyard full of servants: “All of you, withdraw. Let Zhou Shi speak with me.”

“Old Madam, you must seek justice for Jing’er!”

Shaking off Concubine Zheng, Concubine Zhou fell to her knees with a thud, telling everything Lin Jiayue had done during this time down to the last detail. When Old Madam Jiang heard that Jiang Xingjian had been bestowed by the Emperor the position of Director of the Shanglin Park and that the Marquis Estate’s servants had been sold off, she suddenly clutched her chest and leaned back in pain.

“Old Madam, my Jing’er—you must stand up for my Jing’er.”

Seeing Concubine Zhou still pestering, Madam Jiang stepped forward and kicked her in the shoulder.

“Are you trying to anger Old Madam to death? You keep saying I don’t care for illegitimate sons and daughters—why don’t you mention the mercy I’ve shown? I let you raise the young masters and misses of the estate yourselves. Now that something’s happened, you come to blame me? You might as well blame yourself for raising someone who didn’t observe proper conduct and implicated all the young ladies of the Marquis Estate—a disaster.”

Concubine Zhou was kicked down from the high steps, rolling far away.

In a daze, hearing Madam Jiang insult Jiang Jing, her face contorted hideously as she climbed up and charged forward again.

Old Madam Jiang was so angry she convulsed, while Concubine Zhou tangled with a group of rough servant women.

Song Wan watched the chaos before her, pressing her lips together and standing to the side with lowered eyes, thinking unknown thoughts. When the scene had become completely chaotic, Lin Jiayue, her face showing signs of illness, walked in through the courtyard gate.

She looked at Concubine Zhou and suddenly said tearfully: “It has nothing to do with others. I was the one who harmed Jiang Jing. If you have any grievances, come find me.”

Song Wan glanced at Lin Jiayue, who in just a few short days had become so thin as to be unrecognizable, and let out a long sigh.

Chapter 74: Impermanence
“It’s you—it’s you who harmed my Jing’er. Today I’ll make you go down to accompany Jing’er in death.”

At the sight of Lin Jiayue, Concubine Zhou became even more deranged. She pushed aside the servants in the courtyard and rushed before her, raising her hand to deliver a vicious slap.

Lin Jiayue hadn’t eaten or slept for days. With this slap, her vision went black and she fell directly to the ground.

Though her cheek hurt, she felt much more relieved in her heart.

Even now she couldn’t understand why Jiang Jing had thrown herself into the well—was it truly for that worthless reputation of lost chastity, or because the Chen family broke off the engagement? But whatever the reason, Lin Jiayue knew clearly it couldn’t be separated from herself.

Concubine Zhou pounded Lin Jiayue forcefully. She numbly and blankly let the other vent.

It wasn’t until Concubine Zhou gripped her throat tightly and the feeling of suffocation came that Lin Jiayue began to struggle with all her might.

She was afraid.

After nearly dying, she was afraid.

But now Concubine Zhou’s hands were like iron pincers, refusing to loosen no matter how she struggled.

Old Madam Jiang fainted. Madam Jiang guarded her side in panic. Seeing Old Madam’s face turn blue, unable to draw breath, she quickly removed the gold hairpin from her head and pierced it into her philtrum acupoint. Only then did Old Madam Jiang gasp that breath back up.

Concubine Zheng stepped forward to pull at Concubine Zhou. If someone truly died before Old Madam, Concubine Zhou would certainly die. Just thinking this, she felt a sorrow of empathy for a fellow sufferer.

The entire Fuhe Hall was in complete chaos. Song Wan stood behind Madam Jiang, quietly guarding Old Madam Jiang without leaving.

When Old Madam Jiang regained consciousness, Song Wan quickly stepped forward to support her.

Old Madam pointed at Lin Jiayue lying on the ground: “Throw this source of household chaos out for me…”

“Old Madam, you must stand up for Jing’er!”

“Enough.”

Jiang Xingjian hurried over. He had just reported for duty today and hadn’t yet entered the Imperial Breeding Office when he was found by an estate servant on horseback. Seeing the current situation, Jiang Xingjian only felt his head splitting with pain.

“Go pull Concubine Zhou away.”

Lin Jiayue was rescued by several servant boys from the outer courtyard. The Marquis Estate was so chaotic it couldn’t even maintain the separation between men and women, and could only summon outer courtyard servant boys into the inner courtyard to handle her.

Concubine Zhou was restrained by people, her eyes blood-red, looking at Jiang Xingjian with a contorted expression: “Can the Marquis give this concubine a straight answer today? This source of household chaos that killed my Jing’er—will you eliminate her or not?”

Lin Jiayue covered her neck, the whites of her eyes showing red, unable to stop gasping for breath.

Experiencing the feeling of near-death again made all her body hair stand on end, her heart gradually devoured bit by bit by fear, terrifying her until her mind went completely blank.

Concubine Zhou’s emotions calmed. She glared at the several servant boys holding her and shook them off forcefully.

After all, she was an inner courtyard woman. Those men didn’t dare to easily lay hands on her, and seeing that Jiang Xingjian hadn’t expressed his position, they let go one by one.

“My Lord, I only ask you—will you eliminate this source of household chaos or not?”

Jiang Xingjian suddenly became somewhat dazed, as if stunned by the question.

Only Song Wan looked at him with some surprise, then lowered her eyes.

In this moment, he had actually felt murderous intent.

The instant of silence made Lin Jiayue, who was particularly sensitive to matters of life and death, raise her head with reddened eyes. Jiang Xingjian seemed to only then react, opening his mouth in a low voice: “Send Concubine Zhou back to Yu’an Courtyard.”

“Hahaha, chaos, chaos—this Marquis Estate has been thrown into utter chaos.”

Seeing that Jiang Xingjian had absolutely no intention of dealing with Lin Jiayue, Concubine Zhou was utterly disappointed. She smoothed her hair, smiling faintly with tears in her eyes, the dimples on both cheeks faintly visible, just as gentle as usual.

“With such descendants in the Marquis Estate, I fear even the Old Marquis cannot rest peacefully underground.”

“Lord Marquis, Jing’er—I’m coming to accompany you…”

Having finished speaking, Concubine Zhou suddenly rushed toward a pillar of the covered walkway in Fuhe Hall’s courtyard. With a muffled thud, bright red blood splattered everywhere as she fell straight down, lifeless.

Everyone in the courtyard was scared silly on the spot. But Heng Wu, discovering something was wrong, had already protected Song Wan behind her early on, while Heng Zhi pulled out a handkerchief to shield her eyes.

Jiang Xingjian’s face was pale as snow. Lin Jiayue only felt her scalp explode instantly, her whole body shaking and trembling coldly.

Seeing this situation, Old Madam Jiang, both shocked and frightened, completely fainted.

Only Concubine Zheng, crying, removed the vest she was wearing, walked forward and gently covered Concubine Zhou’s face, sobbing quietly: “I told you not to cause trouble. What result can you achieve by making such a fuss? With our cheap lives, who can we hold accountable?”

“Send First Madam back to her room.”

Jiang Xingjian shouted sternly. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu quickly protected Song Wan as they returned to Lanting Courtyard.

On Madam Jiang’s side, someone was sent to find the estate physician. The maids of Fuhe Hall busily carried Old Madam back to her bedroom. Jiang Xingjian directed the estate’s servants to handle Concubine Zhou’s corpse. Concubine Zheng was pulled away crying by maids…

Only Lin Jiayue stared blankly at the pale arm faintly visible beneath the goose-yellow vest.

With two violent deaths in the household within seven days, the Marquis Estate was in a state of panic—who had time to care about Lin Jiayue?

People shuttled past her front and back, but no one came forward to ask even a single question.

It wasn’t until Qianbi and Qinghong came looking that the two dragged the soulless Lin Jiayue away quickly.

The estate showed no mourning wails, not half a strip of white cloth or sheet of yellow paper. The bloodstains on the corridor pillars and white jade floor tiles were wiped clean by servants. No one mentioned Concubine Zhou’s death again, as if the Marquis Estate had never experienced such a tragic event.

The next day, the main kitchen prepared eighteen meat dishes including fragrant braised pork elbow, steamed goose, and salted fermented bean curd lamb tripe, sending them to each quarter.

Concubine Zheng gnawed on the pork elbow while crying and laughing. Old Madam Jiang slept without waking. Madam Jiang’s temples turned white overnight.

Jiang Xingjian sat in the courtyard drinking alone, not sleeping all night.

Song Wan, under the care of Nanny Zhao, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, slept shallowly for a few hours, but tossed and turned restlessly throughout the night.

The one with the strongest reaction was Lin Jiayue. She hadn’t eaten or slept for days, her body showing a pathological exhaustion, and now she had developed an unusual affliction.

She could no longer bear to see the pale white arms of young women, nor could she hear the clear sound of leather drums.

The Marquis Estate was deathly silent. When Song Lan’an arrived with his wife, Jiang Xingjian was even somewhat dazed, momentarily unsure what his father-in-law’s personal visit was for.

“There are matters in the estate—I was unable to properly welcome Father. This is Xingjian’s discourtesy.”

Song Lan’an said: “Hearing that the Marquis Estate has had many troubles recently, this old man came to take a look. Moreover, my wife misses Wan’er, so today we thought to let mother and daughter meet.”

Jiang Xingjian quickly had an estate servant take Madam Song to Lanting Courtyard, while he remained to accompany the guest and exchange pleasantries with Song Lan’an.

After the two exchanged a few bland and inconsequential words, Song Lan’an suddenly said: “I’ve heard rumors in the capital that the Marquis of Chengyang is quite dissatisfied with his legitimate wife?”

“In the end, it’s also this official’s failure to educate his daughter strictly, unable to teach our family’s daughter to be a model wife.”

Jiang Xingjian’s jaw tightened. He quickly said: “Father, these words are too much—they shame Xingjian. Wan’er has nothing wrong with her. It’s all this son-in-law being possessed by demons, thereby neglecting Wan’er.”

His fists clenched tightly. Jiang Xingjian tensed his body: “It was Xingjian who was wrong first. In the future, I will never fail Wan’er again.”

Song Lan’an laughed coldly: “The Marquis is too serious. Who in the capital doesn’t know that the young lady of my Grand Councilor’s Estate has neither virtue nor talent, and is incompetent at managing the household?”

Taking out two plain cards from his bosom, Song Lan’an pushed them before Jiang Xingjian: “The Marquis’s betrothal card and Wan’er’s marriage certificate. This marriage with the Marquis of Chengyang’s Estate is beyond my Song family’s station. I hope the Marquis will find clan elders from both sides and choose a date.”

Chapter 75: From Father
Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips tightly together, not responding to Song Lan’an’s words.

The Marquis Estate could no longer withstand even the slightest storm now, and Song Wan absolutely could not leave at this time.

Moreover, in his private heart, Jiang Xingjian was also unwilling to part with Song Wan in the slightest.

He lowered his voice: “The Marquis Estate is in difficulty, and my grandmother is also ill. For Wan’er to leave home at this time would benefit neither her nor the Song Estate.”

“I understand Father’s meaning. In the future, I will certainly treat Wan’er with redoubled care and such situations will never occur again.”

Placing his teacup at hand, Song Lan’an said not a word, only sitting quietly.

Madam Song was led into Lanting Courtyard by the Marquis Estate’s servants. Song Wan had already received word, changed into receiving attire, and was respectfully waiting to the side.

As soon as she entered the courtyard, Mother Song warmly grasped Song Wan’s hand: “My child, I haven’t seen you in so long—you’ve lost so much weight.”

Song Wan smiled softly: “Mother feels sorry for your child, so you think your child has lost weight. Just days ago, Heng Zhi said my old clothes had gotten half an inch tighter. It seems that with leisure in the Marquis Estate, your child has actually gained a few pounds.”

The mother and daughter were affectionate and warm. At first glance, their feelings seemed extremely deep.

Mother Song had her personal maid give reward money to the Marquis Estate’s servants. Song Wan also said a few heartfelt words. That servant woman was overjoyed, praising with laughter their deep mother-daughter bond before reluctantly leaving.

Welcoming Mother Song into Lanting Courtyard, Song Wan also had Xiang Cao and Lv Zhu go to the small kitchen to prepare tea and refreshments.

With no Marquis Estate servants in the room, Song Wan and Madam Song instead became distant—one sat on an embroidered stool quietly drinking tea, the other sat by the table looking at the scenery outside the window.

After a long while, Madam Song said: “When your father came today, he took your marriage certificate from the study.”

Song Wan’s hand beneath the table suddenly tightened. After brief consideration, she said: “This summer has been terribly hot. Wan’er remembers our estate has a country manor on the city outskirts. Though not large, it’s quite elegant and near a river.”

“That manor has mountains and water nearby. It must be a good place to escape the heat—self-sufficient too, so the estate needn’t worry about it.”

Madam Song lowered her eyes: “There is indeed such a manor, but that place isn’t more than a few steps from the capital. Even if there’s a river, how cool can it be? Moreover, the space is cramped and the surrounding villages are mixed—it’s ultimately not safe, inferior to the spaciousness and comfort of the Marquis Estate.”

“Mother speaks with reason.”

Song Wan curved her lips slightly, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes.

Madam Song sighed: “Your two younger sisters at home have now reached the age where they’re starting to look at marriage prospects. Song Yao is easier—with her gentle temperament, finding her a scholarly gentleman would be suitable.”

“But Song Nian is troublesome. Having studied a few books from childhood, she has an upright temperament. If she’d been born male, that would be fine… but for a woman to develop such a disposition—it won’t do.”

“My sisters are naturally beautiful, honest and kind. Their marriages won’t be difficult, Mother can rest assured.”

Madam Song smiled: “Wan’er still knows how to comfort people.”

After a brief pause, Madam Song continued: “Your sisters are daughters after all, so their marriages are relatively simple. What the master worries about now is our eldest young master’s marriage.”

“The young master went against the master’s wishes and went to the Ministry of Personnel some days ago. Father and son had quite an unpleasant falling out over this. You know your father’s temperament—such matters that hinder the estate, he absolutely cannot tolerate.”

“But the young master is stubborn. The father and son haven’t spoken for quite some time, and I don’t know how to mediate.”

“Don’t blame the master for his anger either. I don’t know what possessed the young master—a perfectly good Vice Director position at the Imperial Academy, yet he insists on being an unranked petty clerk at the Ministry of Personnel, being ordered about all day, no different from a common tavern waiter.”

“I don’t know why Fu’er endures such hardship, wasting all his talents for nothing.”

Song Wan’s face went pale, not saying a word in response.

Madam Song sighed: “Some time ago, your father took notice of the legitimate granddaughter of Minister Shang Chong’s family. They say that young lady inherited Old Minister Shang’s true teachings. He originally wanted to propose this marriage for the young master, but when they heard that he’s now working as an assistant at the Ministry of Personnel, they never mentioned it again.”

Song Wan gripped her handkerchief tightly, her eyelids slightly lowered.

“But if it didn’t work out, so be it. The Shang family’s young lady has an aunt with a grave illness who never married, kept at the estate. This is not a good thing for either clan influence or family fortune—prominent families all value this.”

“These past years, the Shang family children’s marriages have indeed not gone smoothly.”

Xiang Cao brought tea and refreshments. Heng Zhi poured tea for both. Madam Song took a light sip, her voice tinged with regret: “But you can’t blame her for this matter either. She has a grave illness—she doesn’t wish it so. If given a choice, among the women of this world, how many would willingly burden their fathers, brothers, and sisters at home?”

“Mother speaks truly.”

Madam Song had two tea snacks, praised them with a smile, then said: “That manor you mentioned earlier—do you like it? If you truly like it, I’ll have someone send you the deed tomorrow.”

“I only thought of it suddenly—I’m not particularly fond of it.”

Madam Song nodded: “I have another manor with many fields and land—it was part of my dowry. If you want to see scenery, why not take that one? It’s just that the location is farther, near Yancheng.”

Hearing this, Song Wan laughed lightly: “Wan’er hasn’t seen Mother in so long—how could I ask for Mother’s things the moment we meet? My two younger sisters probably don’t have such fine manors yet. How could I, as their elder sister, compete with my sisters?”

“Those two girls can’t compare to you no matter what.”

“Mother is being modest. You’ve raised my sisters extremely well—everyone in the capital knows it.”

Madam Song smiled faintly, spoke a few more miscellaneous words, then rose saying that Father Song was still waiting outside, asking if Song Wan was willing to see him.

Song Wan nodded and followed Madam Song to the estate’s garden.

Someone was sent to announce them. After waiting a moment, Song Lan’an and Jiang Xingjian appeared.

Song Wan performed a restrained and proper greeting to her father, then carefully inquired about his recent diet and daily life. Song Lan’an answered each question, his tone loving.

After speaking for quite a while, Song Lan’an said: “There are some rumors outside…”

Song Wan covered her mouth and laughed lightly: “When did Father start believing outside rumors? They’re all baseless matters. Making Father worry about such things—this is Wan’er being unfilial.”

“Then that’s good.”

Song Lan’an gave the couple a few more instructions, telling them to bear children soon and for Jiang Xingjian to pay more attention to court affairs, before leaving with his wife.

Watching Song Lan’an’s back disappear through the hanging flower gate, Song Wan’s nose suddenly tingled with emotion.

Jiang Xingjian felt uncomfortable at her side, saying in a low voice: “I’m truly sor…”

“I noticed that Concubine Lin received quite a fright that day. Has my husband had an imperial physician examine her these past days?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together: “Of course she’s been examined. It’s not good.”

“Perhaps that imperial physician isn’t skilled in this area. I’ll write a note when I return to my room and see if I can invite Old Physician Xu to the estate to feel Concubine Lin’s pulse.”

The two stood before the garden conversing when Ling Yun hurried over.

“This servant greets the Marquis, greets First Madam…”

“Old Madam summons the two masters, asking you both to quickly come to Fuhe Hall.”

Jiang Xingjian’s brows knitted tightly: “Has something gone wrong?”

Ling Yun lowered her voice, saying gravely: “Old Madam… is not well.”

Chapter 76: Fulfillment
Jiang Xingjian’s heart skipped a beat, and Song Wan also furrowed her brows, feeling uneasy. The two hurried to Fuhe Hall, only to find the old lady’s canopy bed surrounded by imperial physicians and府physicians.

“Grandmother.”

When they saw Jiang Xingjian arrive, everyone made way for him. Old Madam Jiang’s forehead and arms were covered with silver needles. An elderly man with a full white beard held the needles, continuously inserting them into the old lady’s major acupoints. Originally Old Madam Jiang had been half-unconscious, but hearing her grandson call for her, she hastily opened her eyes.

“Let me… let… speak with Yi’er and his wife…”

“Grandmother, grandson and Wan’er are both here. What do you wish to say?”

Jiang Xingjian knelt before the bed with reddened eyes, and Song Wan obediently followed, kneeling beside him. The white-bearded physician said, “This old one has a few words to discuss with Madam.”

Hearing this, Jiang’s mother hurriedly stepped forward, and the other physicians also took their leave. They all knew the old lady’s oil lamp was running dry—she likely had many matters to entrust.

For a moment, only Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan remained in the room. Old Madam Jiang grasped Jiang Xingjian’s hand, her gaze turbid: “That Lin woman is the root of the family’s ruin… you absolutely must… expel her from the residence.”

Tears welled in the old lady’s eyes. Jiang Xingjian’s emotions were complex, unable to find words. “Wan’er…”

“Grandmother, Wan’er is here.”

Song Wan stepped forward half a pace, placing her hand in the old lady’s as well. Old Madam Jiang gripped both their hands, saying with difficulty: “The Chengyang Marquis Residence has few heirs. Yi’er has been doted on by his father since childhood… leading to a straightforward temperament that doesn’t know flexibility, easily deceived by others. Wan’er, you… are clever and adaptable. With you by Yi’er’s side… only then can grandmother be at ease.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, concealing her expression so her thoughts couldn’t be read. But Old Madam Jiang seemed to know what she was thinking. Gasping with breath as rough as a bellows, she desperately clutched Song Wan’s hand.

“Promise grandmother that hereafter you’ll be of one heart and mind with Yi’er, jointly protecting the marquis residence’s century-old foundation…”

“Promise… grandmother.”

Song Wan stroked Old Madam Jiang’s hand, saying gently: “The old marquis was fearless of battle-axe and halberd, brave and invincible. Husband has his blood flowing in him—how could he be deceived by others? Grandmother, don’t dwell on these matters. Focus on recuperating—that’s what’s important.”

Hearing these words, Jiang Xingjian suddenly turned to look at Song Wan, but Song Wan stared at Old Madam Jiang without glancing at him once.

“Wan’er…”

A hot tear rolled from the corner of Old Madam Jiang’s eye. That teardrop seeped into the wrinkles at the corner of her eye, making her appear even more aged and decrepit.

How could she not hear that Song Wan had completely severed her heart and grown cold in her feelings toward the marquis residence? If she still had even half a thread of affection for Jiang Yi in her heart, she wouldn’t evade the topic with irrelevant words at this moment.

Old Madam Jiang felt a pain in her chest and suddenly arched her body upward. This enormous marquis residence—what would happen if no one managed it?

“Ha…”

A breath of unwillingness forcibly propped Old Madam Jiang half-upright. Jiang Xingjian hurried forward to support her.

“Wan’er… go… go summon your mother in. I… have words for her.”

Understanding that Old Madam Jiang wanted to instruct Jiang Xingjian privately, Song Wan curtsied and slowly withdrew.

“Grandmother knows you favor the Lin woman… but that Lin woman is not a good match. Though she has some minor talents, she cannot support the marquis residence… Wan’er has now completely severed her heart from you. If… you cannot salvage this, the marquis residence is in peril. While grandmother is still… still here, you must quickly consummate with Wan’er. Once she has a child, she can no longer… no longer escape…”

“Once a woman has a child… she’s bound. For the child’s sake… she’ll wholeheartedly… plan for the marquis residence.”

“Do you… understand?”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes reddened: “Grandson understands.”

“Today… today you must move to Lanting Courtyard. Can’t wait any longer… If grandmother cannot survive this ordeal and you observe three years of mourning with Wan’er, with nights long and dreams many… who knows what complications might arise.”

Old Madam Jiang’s gaze was clouded as she gripped Jiang Xingjian’s hand with all her strength. Even Jiang Xingjian, a man in his prime, was pulled forward by this force.

“Promise… grandmother.”

“Grandson promises grandmother. Today I will consummate with Wan’er. Grandmother, don’t worry about this matter. Just focus on recuperating—you’ll surely get through this ordeal.”

“Whether I can get through it or not…”

Intense unwillingness burst forth from those turbid eyes. Old Madam Jiang desperately clung to that breath of life, forcing herself to sit up. She wasn’t at ease. How could she be at ease leaving the marquis residence to Jiang’s mother? She also worried Song Wan would truly abandon the marquis residence, allowing that little harlot to stir up chaos. Furthermore, Jiang Man habitually used her elder sister status to manipulate Yi’er. With her overwhelming ambition, without her watching over them, Yi’er would likely be dragged into the power struggles of the imperial court, used as an advance sacrificial banner.

With this surge of determination, Old Madam Jiang forcibly brought color back to her complexion.

“Go, go prepare to consummate with Wan’er. Grandmother still wants to see her great-grandson born.”

Waving and pushing Jiang Xingjian away, Old Madam Jiang gasped heavily. Jiang Xingjian quickly called for the imperial physician to come examine her. But Old Madam Jiang waved her hand, indicating he should attend to proper business.

After much bustle, the old lady fell into a deep sleep. The imperial physician informed the marquis residence’s household that though the situation was critical, there should be no major issues in the coming days. Only then did everyone’s suspended hearts settle. Jiang’s mother told Jiang Xingjian and Song Wan to return to their courtyard while she alone remained to care for Old Madam Jiang.

As Song Wan walked out of Fuhe Hall, Jiang Xingjian suddenly said: “Tonight I’ll stay in Lanting’s main courtyard.”

Song Wan’s eyes widened, looking utterly incredulous.

Jiang Xingjian’s heart ached bitterly. He finally understood that the two of them had become like strangers on different paths, unable to return to what they were. Though he had contemplated this before, now that the moment had truly arrived, he was afraid—afraid Song Wan would never again look at him with that shy, gentle gaze she had at first, and afraid that Song Wan… no longer held him in her heart.

Thinking that even grandmother’s near-deathbed words couldn’t move her to comply, Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together, desolation in his heart.

“Tonight I’ll stay in Lanting’s main courtyard. I’ll have Ling Yun bring my things over shortly. You… tidy up.”

His heart felt inexplicably bashful, his face somewhat warm. After saying this, Jiang Xingjian hurriedly left.

But Song Wan stood as if struck by lightning, frozen in the courtyard for a long time without moving.

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi stepped forward to inquire. Only then did Song Wan turn to look at her with furrowed brows.

“This is actually a good thing. If Miss gives birth to the marquis residence’s legitimate eldest son in the future, you’ll have a secure place.”

Heng Zhi’s eyes reddened as she grasped Song Wan’s hand, her heart aching terribly. Even she could guess that the old lady must have given some instructions for the marquis to suddenly want to consummate with Miss. But regardless, this was ultimately a good thing.

“Last time Madam came to visit Miss and said those words, wasn’t it just to tell Miss that the Song residence can’t manage married-out daughters? That expression, as if afraid you’d return home and implicate the second and third misses—it was truly infuriating.”

“Miss, no place is as good as your own family. Perhaps… perhaps after giving birth to the young heir… you and the marquis can live peacefully.”

Heng Zhi spoke while crying, likely not believing these words herself. Song Wan raised her hand to wipe the tears from her face, smiling faintly: “Don’t cry. It’s not such a momentous matter.”

She lowered her eyes, pondering for a moment: “Heng Wu, go find a young maid and inform Lin Jiayue that the marquis will stay in Lanting Courtyard tonight.”

Didn’t Lin Jiayue want one lifetime, one pair? She would give her the opportunity.

If Lin Jiayue came to stop him today and Jiang Xingjian agreed, she would fulfill the two of them and never again concern herself with any affairs of the marquis residence. But if today Lin Jiayue couldn’t stop Jiang Xingjian…

Then she would accept her fate as the marquis residence’s principal wife, as Jiang Xingjian’s wife.

Chapter 77: Driftwood
In the evening, rain began to fall over the capital. The misty drizzle carried a gentle breeze that made one drowsy. Song Wan lay half-propped in her room, inhaling the scent of grass from outside the window, slightly lost in thought. Occasionally a wave of damp air rushed to her nose, the scattered coolness disturbing her and making her increasingly irritable.

“Miss, the new bedding and your undergarments are ready…”

Heng Zhi stood by the bed holding a stack of bright red clothing, softly calling to Song Wan. Song Wan turned to look at the red undergarments embroidered with twin lotus flowers, lowering her eyes without speaking.

Both master and servant fell silent. Ling Yun and Xie Yi then entered—one carrying a square lacquered tray, the other holding folded men’s clothing.

“Miss Heng Zhi, the marquis’s things.”

Ling Yun smiled sweetly. After setting down Jiang Xingjian’s clothes and telling the servants to prepare hot water, she departed gracefully. Heng Zhi pressed her lips together and looked toward Heng Wu, and the two lowered their heads in unison.

Only Nanny Zhao knelt in the southwest corner with hands clasped together, mouth murmuring thanks to all the gods and buddhas. Her young miss was finally going to consummate with the marquis. If she could give birth to the marquis residence’s legitimate son, Miss would have something to rely on in the future. Even if the marquis took three or five more concubines, Miss wouldn’t fear anything.

“Miss, the marquis has entered the courtyard.”

Song Wan’s body stiffened. She instinctively clutched her skirt: “Any movement from Xiuyan Pavilion?”

Heng Zhi shook her head. Song Wan pressed her lips together, her expression dazed. Only after a long while did she slowly rise and walk toward the bathhouse.

In the bathhouse, heat steamed upward. The orchid grass fragrance in the bathwater stirred Song Wan’s troubled heart. She couldn’t help but walk behind the series of embroidered flower screens and casually pushed open a window.

The damp air outside made her nose and eyes sting. The rain grew heavier. Song Wan sat on the dressing platform, waiting in a daze.

When Jiang Xingjian entered the room, only Nanny Zhao’s face showed a trace of a smile. Heng Zhi and the others wore expressions wooden with severity, which made him forcefully suppress that inexplicable, indescribable excitement in his heart.

“Where is the first mistress?”

“Miss is in the bathhouse.”

Jiang Xingjian’s face reddened slightly as he turned to sit on Song Wan’s canopy bed. On the bed lay several soft pillows. Perhaps because they were filled with flower petals, a faint fragrance permeated everywhere.

Casually tugging at the newly changed mandarin duck wedding quilt beneath him, Jiang Xingjian’s jaw tightened slightly, and he suddenly felt an inexplicable nervousness.

“No need to attend—you may all withdraw.”

Jiang Xingjian spoke in a low voice. The maids slowly withdrew. Seeing Heng Wu’s hesitant appearance, Nanny Zhao stepped forward and pulled her out.

The room suddenly contained only him, silent enough to make one’s heart panic. There wasn’t the slightest sound from the bathhouse. Knowing she harbored grievances in her heart, Jiang Xingjian didn’t press her, only standing quietly outside the door waiting.

Looking at the shadow reflected on the door, Song Wan’s eyes reddened slightly. She and Jiang Xingjian had been betrothed in infancy since childhood. For twelve years in her boudoir, everything she learned and did was to prepare for becoming a Jiang family wife. Before her education even began, she knew Jiang Xingjian was her husband. In her youth, she only felt her future husband was a gentlemanly scholar, unparalleled in the world.

So based solely on a white jade plum blossom hairpin he had personally carved, she was willing to remain a widow for six years. But now…

The shadow outside the door didn’t move at all. Song Wan bit her teeth and also didn’t rise. The two remained in silent standoff until the rain outside grew heavier and heavier. The noisy rain stirred one’s temper, and only then did Jiang Xingjian lose some patience and gently knock on the door.

“Wan’er?”

Song Wan pressed her lips tightly together without uttering a sound.

Jiang Xingjian grew slightly anxious: “Are you well? If you don’t speak, I’ll come in.”

The man’s footsteps approached. Just as he was about to push open the door, Heng Wu outside shouted at the top of her voice: “Marquis! Marquis! Concubine Lin has come looking for you!”

Hearing this, Song Wan suddenly stood up from the embroidered platform, hastily wiping her face and saying: “I’m fine. Husband may attend to matters first.”

Her tone carried urgency, making Jiang Xingjian pause inexplicably for a moment.

“Marquis, Concubine Lin has come looking…”

“Take her back to her room.”

The sides of Jiang Xingjian’s forehead tightened. Now just hearing Lin Jiayue’s name would produce an indescribable discomfort in him. Many times he wondered whether abandoning Song Wan for those firearms back then had been worth it.

Heng Wu still wanted to say something more, but Jiang Xingjian’s gaze was fierce, and that bellyful of words suddenly stuck in her throat.

“Open the door.”

Jiang Xingjian lost his patience and reached out to pull open the bathhouse door. But just as he pulled it open half an inch, there came a thud from inside as someone closed it again.

“Song Wan.”

Jiang Xingjian’s tone was low. Thinking again of how she had refused grandmother’s deathbed words earlier, his heart grew increasingly annoyed. He added some force with his hand and actually pushed the door open.

Song Wan had been bracing against the door and was pushed backward two steps by his sudden force. She still wore her regular clothes, and the pearl hairpins on her head hadn’t been removed at all. Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, concealing the emotions within them.

She truly was unwilling to be intimate with him…

“Jiang Xingjian.”

Just as Song Wan didn’t know how to express her position, Heng Zhi entered supporting Lin Jiayue. The rain outside was heavy. Lin Jiayue was drenched through, standing timidly behind the two of them.

Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou’s deaths made her thoroughly understand how inappropriate her actions had been. She had imagined this world too simply and beautified many harsh and heavy worldly concepts on her own.

But this came at the cost of two lives as tuition. Lin Jiayue had grown terribly thin. She already had large cat-like eyes, and now looked even more pitifully delicate.

“Jiang Xingjian, you promised me.”

Bean-sized tears rolled down, scalding her heart with burning pain. She couldn’t lose Jiang Xingjian. If she lost even Jiang Xingjian, then what would all her actions, and Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou’s two lives, amount to?

Lin Jiayue stepped forward to take Jiang Xingjian’s hand. Jiang Xingjian looked down to see her hand covered with a thin gauze glove.

Song Wan raised her eyes, her gaze sweeping across Lin Jiayue’s face, then furrowed her brows. She didn’t see the slightest trace of love in the other’s eyes. What showed in Lin Jiayue’s eyes was entirely confusion and obsession.

Jiang Xingjian pulled away her hand, saying softly: “You’re ill. I’ll have Heng Zhi send you back.”

“I won’t go back.”

“I can’t go back. Where would I go?”

Her body was soaked through. The dripping water formed a circle at her feet, like an invisible shackle confining her, making escape difficult.

“Jiang Xingjian, keep your promise, and I will keep mine.”

Lin Jiayue suppressed her sobs and smiled slightly: “Come back to Xiuyan Pavilion with me. In five days I’ll take you to see those firearms, how about it?”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes held unclear darkness. Song Wan signaled to Heng Zhi. Seeing her drape a clean outer robe over Lin Jiayue, she said gently: “Go prepare an umbrella. Send the marquis and Concubine Lin back to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

Lin Jiayue turned around, suddenly looking disheveled and flustered as she avoided Song Wan’s gaze. Heng Zhi supported Lin Jiayue. Heng Wu efficiently held up an umbrella and waited at the door. Jiang Xingjian looked at Song Wan’s cold smile, then helped the person out.

The two returned to Xiuyan Pavilion. Jiang Xingjian told her to rest well, but Lin Jiayue removed her clothes and tightly embraced him.

Jiang Xingjian tried to evade, but Lin Jiayue kissed his lips while crying: “Don’t leave. Besides you, I have nothing left…”

She truly couldn’t be without Jiang Xingjian. Hugging the man’s lean, narrow waist like a drowning person clinging tightly to driftwood in hand, Lin Jiayue cried as she pulled him toward the arhat bed, raising her hand to unhook the rope fastening the curtains.

Chapter 78: A Ruthless Hand
The rain gradually ceased. The two figures had long since merged into the darkness and disappeared from sight. Song Wan stood under the corridor, murmuring: “Heng Zhi, have you ever thought about marriage?”

“This servant doesn’t want to marry, and even more doesn’t want to leave Miss.”

Heng Zhi’s eyes reddened: “This servant only wants to serve Miss forever, going nowhere else.”

Heng Wu had an impulsive temperament. Hearing these words, she immediately jumped up: “Is it some damned scoundrel from the outer courtyard who’s taken a fancy to our beauty and come to Miss to request a favor? Miss must never be deceived.”

“Those foul-smelling men—how dare they harbor such delusions about us?”

“…”

Originally her heart had been somewhat unsettled, but Heng Wu’s few words dispersed the clouds of worry, and she laughed softly.

“Shameless girl, no one came to request you.”

Song Wan wrinkled her nose slightly, her eyes full of mirth: “You’re quite good at flattery. I think you should change your name—from now on you should be called Matchmaker Wang.”

Heng Zhi also smiled, but not as carelessly as Heng Wu. Song Wan returned to her room and sat on the bed, opening the nanmu wood box by her pillow. She took out the servant contracts of those around her and stroked them carefully until a thin mist appeared in her eyes. Only then did she fold them gently and walk back out.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were chattering about something. Nanny Zhao stood under the eaves corridor, loudly cursing toward Xiuyan Pavilion’s direction. Those unbearably vulgar and offensive words—if Song Wan hadn’t witnessed it with her own eyes, she would never dare imagine they came from Nanny Zhao, who daily instructed her on proper etiquette.

“Why not coax Nanny Zhao a bit? What’s the point of letting her anger herself like this?”

Calling them back, Song Wan pulled Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Xiang Cao, Lv Zhu, and Nanny Zhao to sit in the room.

Her eyes reddened at the corners. Pressing her lips together, she said: “When waters are deep, fish rejoice; when forests are lush, birds are happy. Even fowl, fish, and insects understand this principle—why should we people insist on trapping ourselves in a place that’s increasingly going downhill?”

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi and Nanny Zhao were first to see Song Wan’s intention, and their eyes instantly reddened.

“No matter what Miss does, this old servant will follow you. You were nursed by this old servant—you’re even dearer than my own daughter. This old servant cannot leave you alone in this den of thieves with no rules or order, where superiors and inferiors aren’t distinguished.”

“How can it be so serious?”

Song Wan smiled: “Go on. You’ve reached the age for honorable retirement. The year before last, my milk-brother gave you a little grandson—you should return to look after him.”

Drawing out the servant contract and banknotes from the wooden box, Song Wan held back tears: “Here is one thousand taels, enough for you to live peacefully in the countryside…”

Placing the banknotes in Nanny Zhao’s hands, she continued: “Keep the money safe yourself. Don’t give it all away, even to relatives—they can’t necessarily be relied upon. All manner of suffering cannot compare to poverty in old age. If you have silver in hand, your children and grandchildren will always be filial.”

“Miss!”

Nanny Zhao embraced Song Wan and cried aloud, hating enough to want to eat Jiang Xingjian’s flesh and drink his blood.

“Xiang Cao, I remember a few years ago your brother was granted a favor by father and went to the Xianjiang River to be a shopkeeper?”

Xiang Cao shook her head crying. Song Wan touched her cheek, saying: “Go find your brother. Have him find you a good family.”

“Lv Zhu, I remember your mother arranged a marriage for you in early years, correct?”

When Jiang Xingjian died and she came to the marquis residence to observe widowhood, the four—Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Xiang Cao, and Lv Zhu—couldn’t bear for her to live alone and came together. Lv Zhu was originally a house-born servant. Her mother was also a Song residence servant who had arranged a marriage for Lv Zhu years ago—reportedly with a young servant in the residence.

“A few days ago I inquired with Granny Lang. All these years he’s never taken a wife—he’s still waiting for you.”

Mentioning her childhood sweetheart, Lv Zhu’s eyes grew hot, feeling guilty in her heart.

“This servant has wronged him, but no one is more important than Miss. This servant won’t leave.”

Song Wan shook her head: “If you don’t leave, in the future you’ll have to become a secondary wife for Jiang Xingjian.”

The dowry maids brought by daughters of aristocratic families were naturally used as chamber servants for the husband’s family. If she hadn’t married to observe widowhood that year, why would she have brought the four of them? And after Jiang Xingjian returned to the residence, one chaotic matter followed another, leaving her no time to handle these affairs.

With no hope from others, she must forge a path herself. And with too many people following her, she wasn’t at ease.

After giving the contracts and banknotes to the two, Song Wan looked toward the Heng sisters. Heng Zhi smiled: “My sister and I have neither parents nor marriage arrangements. Where could Miss send us?”

“Exactly. No matter what we become for the marquis, this servant will never leave Miss.” Heng Wu bit her teeth, her charming face showing unusual determination.

Song Wan lowered her eyes in brief contemplation, finally nodding. The two had nowhere to go. Even if she released them from the residence, she wouldn’t be at ease.

A room full of young ladies and nannies were grief-stricken, but Song Wan stubbornly held firm, absolutely refusing to let the three remain.

The next morning, just after seeing off Nanny Zhao, Song Wan heard from Heng Zhi that Baozhu from the old lady’s room had come to find her and Jiang Xingjian.

She lowered her head, knowing what it was about.

When Jiang Xingjian hadn’t returned to the residence, the old lady had truly cared for her. But no matter what, she couldn’t surpass the old lady’s own blood grandson. Thus now the entire residence naturally made everything revolve around Jiang Xingjian.

Previously she was a widowed person—the marquis residence’s century-old foundation needn’t concern her. But now it was different. Jiang’s mother and Lin Jiayue couldn’t shoulder the marquis residence’s burden. To leave no future troubles, the old lady would certainly exhaust every method to make her assume household management authority.

Collecting her emotions, Song Wan turned and returned to Lanting Courtyard.

Seeing the old lady needed to change clothes, she walked to the large rosewood wardrobe, staring silently at the large rosewood carved begonia-patterned trunk with silver feet beneath it.

When she left the courtyard again, Jiang Xingjian was standing in the courtyard waiting for her. Song Wan stepped forward to bow, softly telling her husband to go ahead as usual.

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was stern. He didn’t wait for her as in the past, even deliberately quickening his pace.

Upon arriving at Fuhe Hall, Old Madam Jiang struggled with effort to sit up to see the two. Jiang Xingjian hurried forward, firmly grasping her hand. Old Madam Jiang stretched her head to look, seeing the ambiguous red marks below his ear, and couldn’t help but feel relieved.

“Wan’er.”

“Wan’er is here.”

Song Wan moved closer to Old Madam Jiang. The old lady said: “When men reach a certain age… their temperament settles. Once you two have children in the future, Xingjian will completely settle down.”

“The marquis residence ultimately belongs to you two… help grandmother protect it well.”

Jiang Xingjian said: “Grandmother need not worry. I’ve already sent a letter to elder sister, having her assign a female official of age to be released from the palace. Henceforth all matters in the residence will have the female official managing them.”

“Wan’er… why did Wan’er…”

Old Madam Jiang gasped with difficulty. Song Wan quickly reached out to support her.

The extended half of her hand revealed a purple-red color, as if injured by a heavy object. Jiang Xingjian frowned and grasped it in his palm. Song Wan gently withdrew it.

“It’s because Wan’er carelessly injured her right hand. Husband felt sorry for Wan’er, which is why he sought Your Highness to recommend a palace female official. Grandmother, be at ease—don’t overthink it.”

Her words were spoken gently, but Jiang Xingjian’s eyes were filled with dark clouds, brimming with fury.

Tears fell from Old Madam Jiang’s eyes. Finally she abandoned the thought of having Song Wan resume household management.

That year when she, a girl not yet thirteen, dared to embrace a memorial tablet and marry into the marquis residence, she knew Song Wan had a resilient character. At that time she wholeheartedly felt sorry for her grandson, that he couldn’t grow old together with such a fine girl, remaining devoted for life.

Now Song Wan hadn’t changed, but her grandson could no longer obtain such a fine girl.

She would rather inflict such a ruthless hand upon herself than give the marquis residence the slightest opportunity. Wan’er… had come to hate them utterly!

Chapter 79: Firearms
Returning to Xiuyan Pavilion from Fuhe Hall, the fury in Jiang Xingjian’s chest smoldered, unable to dissipate for a long time. Song Wan’s attitude of resistance toward him was too obvious, making him extremely concerned.

“Xingjian?”

Lin Jiayue weakly got out of bed. After putting on her embroidered shoes, she sat beside him. Seeing Jiang Xingjian’s grave expression, she couldn’t help but speak cautiously: “Is something the matter?”

The deaths of Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou had dealt her too great a shock. By now Lin Jiayue had finally restrained her flamboyant temperament, but she had gone from one extreme to another.

“Did I do something again to make you angry?”

Jiang Xingjian pinched the bridge of his nose, saying flatly that she hadn’t.

Lin Jiayue suddenly began to panic. She could feel his coldness. This distance made her unconsciously shiver all over, her heart feeling hollow. She didn’t dare press him, only able to murmur lowly, muttering the same things over and over.

Annoyed by her words, Jiang Xingjian told her about how Song Wan would rather injure her own hand than accept the authority to manage the marquis residence household.

“But… but it’s just an injured hand. It wouldn’t interfere with household management.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, disappointed in his heart. He had no patience to discuss this further and asked about the firearms instead.

“The day after tomorrow I’ll take you to see the power of those firearms.”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue lowered her head, concealing the guilt in her eyes: “Shouldn’t… shouldn’t we inform Consort Jiang? She’s probably anxious to know the situation as well.”

That was now her only trump card. Having given birth to an imperial prince, Consort Jiang would certainly value such deadly weapons more than Jiang Xingjian.

Lin Jiayue kept her head down, clutching her skirt, not daring to speak.

“I’ll have someone send word to the palace.”

Lin Jiayue exhaled deeply, setting her heart at ease.

Three days later, early in the morning, she rose early to change clothes and wash. After tidying herself properly, Qian Bi handed her a light gauze veil hat. Lin Jiayue grasped the veil that hung to her waist, staring blankly for a long time before finally putting it on as if compromising.

The moment the carriage left the marquis residence, Lin Jiayue only felt her eyes burn hot, nearly crying out. She had entered the marquis residence barely a month ago, yet felt as if half a lifetime had passed.

The carriage curtain was gently lifted by the wind. Jiang Xingjian saw Lin Jiayue lean forward with a devout expression toward the window, carefully inhaling the scent from outside.

Seeing her like this, he suddenly softened a bit.

The man raised his hand to lift the curtain. Lin Jiayue could no longer hold back and called out “Brother Xingjian.”

“When we reach the barren mountain in a while, I’ll get off the carriage with you for a walk.”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, only managing to say “thank you” after a long while.

Several pale, beardless men stood atop the barren mountain. They had thin frames and shrill voices. As soon as they saw the two arrive, they all came forward to bow. Lin Jiayue stood behind Jiang Xingjian, not daring to speak, afraid of doing something that might affect others or involve matters of life and death.

“It’s fine. No need to avoid suspicion before these eunuchs.”

Jiang Xingjian had someone unload a large chest from the carriage. Lin Jiayue opened the chest and carefully examined the contents alone.

The items were custom-made separately through different craftsmen she had found. Each piece had patterns on it—no one in this world could understand them except herself.

After thinking, Lin Jiayue quickly began assembling them.

Jiang Xingjian and the several eunuchs watched as she placed some unknown substances into bamboo segments, then wrapped them with some yellow paper. After busying herself for most of an hour, Lin Jiayue had created two enormously large and clumsy paper boxes.

She bit her lip and said with lowered head: “Without specialized equipment now, I can’t make anything more refined. I can only show Your Highness the prototype of these firearms.”

Anxiously wiping the sweat from her palms, Lin Jiayue had people carefully move the paper boxes to a distance, then stood to the side with a blank expression.

She didn’t know if these things would explode.

Before meeting Jiang Xingjian, the place where she lived was remote and bordered mountains. Wolf packs would occasionally appear in the village.

To drive away wolf packs, the village’s formula for making firecrackers had been passed down through generations. That fortnight it should have been her family’s turn to take firecrackers to hang in the mountains, but since the household worked the fields daily, the task fell to her.

At that time she had just suddenly arrived in this godforsaken place where heaven wouldn’t answer and earth wouldn’t respond—how could she have the mind to care about firecrackers or wolf packs?

Too lazy to move, she hid everything in the cellar at home.

Later one day, hearing villagers say wolf packs had entered down the mountain and a young outsider was trapped, she was frightened into running down the mountain clutching the firecrackers she’d accumulated for so long.

Upon seeing Jiang Xingjian, she immediately bundled all the firecrackers together, lit them, and threw them over.

The village’s firecrackers didn’t have great destructive power, but they couldn’t withstand sheer quantity. That day when the entire bundle of firecrackers was thrown out, Lin Jiayue only felt an earth-shattering boom, as if the sky itself had been split open.

After a wave of black smoke rolled through, the wolf pack scattered completely, and Jiang Xingjian naturally was also knocked unconscious by the blast.

She cared for him for a long time. When Jiang Xingjian later woke and asked what she had used, she casually made up a story that she came from a reclusive clan in Huaxia, and what she had used was a peerless firearm she’d made that could withstand thousands of troops and had enormous destructive power.

She never expected Jiang Xingjian would believe her, just as she never expected Jiang Jing would lose his life over reading a few romance novels.

Lin Jiayue looked at the paper boxes in the distance and bit her lip.

These things were assembled from several firecracker workshops she’d found. Though just a giant firecracker with altered gunpowder ratios, she had added a few bamboo segments of flour to the paper box, and two barrels of tung oil to the other one.

Whether they would explode she didn’t know, but she could only gamble.

“It’s finished, just made somewhat crudely, and the time was rather rushed. If the effect is poor, I’ll improve it another day.”

Jiang Xingjian nodded. The eunuchs also watched with great interest until Lin Jiayue could no longer hold them back and said someone needed to ignite it with a fire arrow.

“Bring a bow.”

A eunuch brought a lit feathered arrow. Jiang Xingjian drew the bow and released the arrow in one fluid motion, hitting directly onto the paper box.

The paper box began burning but showed no change at all.

Lin Jiayue was about to make some excuses when everyone heard a tremendous boom as it exploded into a sky full of fiery rain. That fiery rain was the tung oil exploding in the air—landing everywhere without extinguishing, still burning vigorously. The tung oil splashed onto the other paper box, and before long it also exploded into sky-filling flames.

“Fire! Fire!”

A middle-aged eunuch shouted in a shrill voice. The barren mountain quickly caught fire.

Lin Jiayue watched the sky-high flames shoot up and suddenly laughed maniacally.

Only after a long while was the great fire extinguished by the fire brigade officials and soldiers who rushed over from nearby.

Looking at the burned and devastated barren mountain, the smile on Lin Jiayue’s face couldn’t be stopped.

“Congratulations to the marquis! Felicitations to the marquis! The marquis is truly the Thunder Duke reincarnated, a celestial descended to earth!”

In the distance, a eunuch came forward disheveled, continuously congratulating Jiang Xingjian. Even though everyone knew these things came from Lin Jiayue’s hands, not a single person praised her.

“If His Majesty learns this thing has such divine power, he will surely lavishly reward the marquis.”

“His Majesty?”

Lin Jiayue murmured in a low voice. Jiang Xingjian said: “How can such firearms remain in the hands of aristocratic families? Naturally they must be reported to His Majesty.”

Helping Lin Jiayue onto the carriage, he continued slowly: “With this, His Majesty should transfer me into the Shenshu Camp.”

Lin Jiayue stared blankly at Jiang Xingjian, not knowing for a moment how to speak.

This thing was originally her means of self-protection in the inner quarters. She had originally thought Consort Jiang would certainly claim it as her own, laying the foundation for the Fifth Prince to ascend the throne and seize power in the future. Thus as long as she held the formula, she could rest easy in the marquis residence’s inner quarters forever.

But now it actually involved the emperor…

If things truly went as Jiang Xingjian said and the emperor would transfer him to the Shenshu Camp, wouldn’t that mean she had to hand over her talisman of protection with both hands?

Chapter 80: Sending Gifts
Only three days after returning from the barren mountain, Jiang Xingjian was indeed transferred by His Majesty to the Shenshu Camp. Lin Jiayue could no longer withhold the secret of the firearms, so she could only have the process of making firecrackers written down with infinite complexity, and informed Jiang Xingjian of the altered gunpowder ratios.

Having obtained what he wanted, Jiang Xingjian threw himself into the Shenshu Camp and didn’t return to the residence for several days. Since his departure, Lin Jiayue sat dazed every day on the corridor of Xiuyan Pavilion. Someone who previously could never sit still was now frighteningly docile.

Occasionally passing by the courtyard, Song Wan found her appearance quite uncomfortable to witness. Heng Zhi fanned Song Wan while Heng Wu sat to the side embroidering flower shoes. The room was quiet, far from the liveliness of the past. Nanny Zhao, Xiang Cao, and Lv Zhu had been sent away from the marquis residence one after another. Occasionally thinking of the three, her heart would ache for a while.

“First Mistress, a young master from Pingcui Nunnery has come. It seems the matter you previously inquired about has received a response.”

“I’ll go see them.”

Song Wan got off the bed and invited Master Ling Yu from the residence’s Pingcui Nunnery inside. Though Ling Yu was a Buddhist practitioner, because she received patronage from the marquis residence, she couldn’t be said to have left the secular world. Thus she was very clever and tactful in her words and actions.

Song Wan had Heng Zhi brew tea and invited Ling Yu to the inner hall before saying: “I wonder about the matter I inquired about some days ago—has Master Qingshuang given a response?”

“In reply to First Mistress, Master had Ling Yu deliver this to you. Ling Yu knows nothing else.”

Song Wan opened the thin paper Ling Yu had brought. Inside was an address—a dilapidated nunnery. Looking at it, she suddenly smiled.

“Thank you for your trouble, young master. In a moment I’ll have a maid from the courtyard send over incense offerings.”

Ling Yu left with a smile, but Song Wan sat rather desolately on the bed. She had originally wanted to seek Master Qingshuang’s help, to temporarily avoid the world through religious practice and dodge the tumultuous affairs of the marquis residence. Who knew even Buddhist practitioners would bow their heads, refusing so decisively and appropriately.

Not even giving an evasive excuse like some Buddhist saying or “worldly ties not yet severed”—just so plainly telling her that if she could leave, there were plenty of places where she could practice while keeping her hair.

Discarding the paper in her hand, Song Wan finally admitted she had no path to take.

“Forget it. I already knew others offered no hope.”

Collecting her complicated emotions, Song Wan led Heng Zhi and Heng Wu in living a semi-reclusive life in Lanting Courtyard. Jiang Xingjian went to the Shenshu Camp. Old Madam Jiang was gravely ill, and Jiang’s mother exempted everyone from morning and evening attendance, guarding Fuhe Hall alone. Lin Jiayue sat dazed on the corridor all day, no longer causing trouble for people everywhere as before, making the entire residence considerably less interesting.

Consort Jiang from the palace sent a managing female official who worked daily with Huai Su to handle residence affairs. This peaceful life gave Song Wan a feeling of returning to her widowhood days. Because she habitually preferred quiet, she especially cherished the current leisure.

However, time flowed like water. Entering the eighth month, the marquis residence had to busy itself again. Among these matters, the most important was sending the Mid-Autumn Festival gift to Head Eunuch Duan Yiting and entering the palace to pay respects to several Imperial Consorts and His Majesty.

Ordinarily, court matters or interactions with court officials shouldn’t involve Song Wan. In previous years, the residence steward would simply go to the Duan residence to deliver festival gifts and exchange a few auspicious words with the gatekeepers. But this year, whether fortunately or unfortunately, the marquis residence actually received word from Eunuch Duan that he wanted to personally visit the old lady.

Duan Yiting was originally a down-and-out scholar with some knowledge of classics and histories. But in his youth, not knowing what blow he suffered, he actually castrated himself and entered the palace as a eunuch. He was meticulous, good at listening and observing, and extremely skilled at manipulating people’s hearts. Both the late emperor and the current emperor trusted him deeply and favored him greatly.

However, it was said that in recent years he had fought fiercely with Eunuch Wan of the Eastern Depot and hadn’t appeared in public for a long time. Now he had somehow suddenly taken an interest in the marquis residence.

Palace eunuchs were different from outside men. Since Duan Yiting said he wanted to personally visit the old lady, he would enter the inner quarters. The marquis residence naturally needed to host a banquet. Thus all the female family members, especially principal wives like Song Wan, could not avoid it.

These past days the marquis residence busied itself making clothes and shoes for the household, cleaning everything inside and out until not a speck of dust remained. But even so, on the day Duan Yiting arrived at the residence, Song Wan felt rather anxious.

“Miss, this servant’s hair-styling skills cannot compare to Lv Zhu’s.”

“It’s fine.”

Looking at herself in the bronze mirror, elaborately made up, Song Wan slowly formed an elegant, gentle smile. But the smile only lasted an instant before quickly fading.

“Miss, Eunuch Duan has been recuperating in the palace for a long time. Besides requesting audience with His Majesty on the first and fifteenth of each month, he hasn’t appeared for ages. Why would he suddenly approach the marquis residence?”

Heng Zhi half-knelt to put jewelry on Song Wan. Having doubts in her heart, she couldn’t help but inquire aloud.

Song Wan shook her head: “I don’t know either.”

Duan Yiting was cunning and suspicious by nature, with unpredictable moods. Since advancing in years, he had become even more capricious. Laughing and chatting with someone one day, then causing their family’s destruction the next—such incidents were not rare. But conversely, previously ignoring you, then suddenly becoming extremely fond and elevating your entire household to prominence—such examples also existed.

But whether the former or the latter, neither was good for Song Wan.

“Other things can be managed, but I fear Consort Jiang has done something to bring Eunuch Duan onto her boat.”

Duan Yiting coming to the marquis residence today might well be a signal. With his support, the Fifth Prince could certainly gain another two points of advantage.

“The smoke gauze cape I had you prepare days ago—where is it?”

“It’s ready. This servant will fetch it.”

Heng Wu brought over a cape of light, soft material. Song Wan lowered her head to sniff it gently, only detecting a faint floral fragrance. Years ago she heard someone had sent Duan Yiting two pots of rare peonies, but it caused him to break out in itchy red rashes. Later in his fury, he found a trumped-up charge and had the gift-giver exiled to the south. They still hadn’t returned.

To prevent the marquis residence from becoming entangled with Duan Yiting, Song Wan had been soaking this cape in the red-blue flower water used for dyeing fingernails for several days. Whether it would be effective was yet unknown, but… better than nothing.

Song Wan stood up and had Heng Zhi dress her properly, then walked out of Lanting Courtyard with lotus steps.

Today the marquis residence was extremely lively. Masters of all sizes were in the main hall, including Lin Jiayue and Huai Su, who attended accompanied by maids. For a time people came and went—extremely bustling.

Jiang Xingjian waited in the outer courtyard to receive guests, while Jiang Yan sat in a position by the door, conversing with several youngsters from the residence still attending clan school.

Before Song Wan even entered, she saw his gentle expression as he listened to the little ones chattering away showing off their studies. The childish prattle was amusing, but Jiang Yan’s eyes were full of earnestness and patience. Seeing this scene, Song Wan couldn’t help but smile slightly.

“Sister-in-law…”

Seeing her enter, the little ones bowed in greeting one by one. After Song Wan returned the courtesy, Jiang Yan said: “Sister-in-law, please wait.”

“Some days ago, Steward Liu returned from transporting goods in Jiangnan and brought back many fine items. Your younger brother has already sent portions to each branch of the residence. This portion is reserved for sister-in-law.”

Jiang Yan picked up a stack of books from the table. Lowering his eyes, he faintly stroked them a few times before handing them to Qing Zhai behind him.

Song Wan’s gaze swept across the various maids in the room. Seeing that several indeed held items like writing brushes and ink in their hands, only then did she signal Heng Zhi to accept them. Smiling, she said: “Thank you for Second Master’s thoughtfulness. Please thank Steward Liu for me.”

Jiang Yan pressed his lips tightly together, suppressing the corners of his mouth that wanted to lift and his restless feelings. In a warm voice he nodded: “Your younger brother understands.”

Chapter 81: Foundation
After accepting the items, Song Wan entered the main hall with Heng Zhi. Since Old Madam Jiang and Madam Jiang were not present, she held the highest position in the inner residence. From time to time, junior family members came forward to pay their respects to her, and she responded to each with a few words. Having already seen the person he most wanted to see, Jiang Yan lost all interest in placating those youngsters. He withdrew behind the sandalwood screen, gazing at Song Wan with both restraint and tenderness.

Before long, a servant woman from the outer courtyard came to report that Duan Yiting’s sedan chair had arrived at the entrance of the marquis residence. The crowd in the main hall instantly fell silent, and Song Wan led everyone outside the hall to receive him. After the time it took to drink half a cup of tea, a small sedan chair could be seen being carried from the distance. After the sedan chair stopped, everyone bowed their heads in greeting.

Song Wan only saw a pair of black official boots emerge from the sedan, followed by a slightly shrill and hoarse elderly male voice: “Rise. What are you all standing around here for?” The voice was extremely grating to the ears, yet no one dared show even the slightest displeasure. Duan Yiting stood before the sedan, and a young eunuch by his side hurried forward to assist him. Jiang Xingjian accompanied him at his side, his expression also carrying a measure of respectfulness. This person was truly too unpredictable—one had to be careful in hosting him.

Song Wan lifted the cloak draped over her body and stepped forward, standing beside Jiang Xingjian. Duan Yiting raised his eyes and looked her over once, his gaze then inadvertently sweeping past Jiang Yan, who had almost no sense of presence, before withdrawing his eyes. Not knowing his purpose in coming today, everyone dared not speak rashly. Only Lin Jiayue, standing at the end of the line, stared with round eyes, but to her surprise, this old eunuch was remarkably sharp and instantly looked toward her.

Lin Jiayue blinked dazedly, then lowered her head.

“Grandmother has been unwell recently and was unable to receive Chief Seal Holder Duan. We beg Chief Seal Holder Duan’s forgiveness.”

“No matter.”

As soon as the words fell, Duan Yiting turned and sat back in the sedan chair, loudly calling out to return to his residence. Instantly, everyone at the Chengyang Marquis residence, young and old, stood frozen in place. Jiang Xingjian’s face turned pale, while Song Wan slightly furrowed her brow.

By rights, Duan Yiting had already passed his sixtieth year, and his body was severely hunched, but how could his feet be so unusually large? However, she had never seen many men in her life—aside from her father, brothers, and Jiang Xingjian, there were no other close acquaintances, so she had no basis for comparison. Setting aside this strange thought, Song Wan lowered her head and fingered the cloak on her body, secretly wondering whether it had played a role.

Jiang Xingjian hurried forward, seemingly wanting to offer an explanation or two, but even when he reached the outer courtyard, he failed to stop the person. For a time, everyone in the marquis residence felt imperiled. Song Wan stood to one side with lowered head, feeling quite satisfied in her heart.

“Chief Seal Holder Duan has always been this capricious. The marquis need not worry.”

Qing Wei had originally been a ceremonial official in the palace, responsible for court audiences and banquets. She had dealt with Duan Yiting before and knew that although this person had unpredictable moods, he had rarely engaged in killings these past few years. She thus advised Jiang Xingjian to set his mind at ease.

“This one is grateful for Aunt’s guidance.”

“The marquis is too polite.”

Having helped manage household affairs at the marquis residence these past days, Qing Wei had developed considerable goodwill toward Jiang Xingjian and was naturally willing to offer words of comfort and guidance now.

“Since Chief Seal Holder Duan previously wanted to visit the old madam, there must be some connection between them. Why doesn’t the marquis go and inquire? Perhaps you’ll find your answer.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian found it very reasonable and dismissed everyone to go to Fuhe Hall himself. At the entrance to Fuhe Hall, Madam Jiang was blocking the doorway, refusing to let him enter. Madam Jiang had been the one caring for Old Madam Jiang this whole time—no one else in the residence had seen her. Now, with Madam Jiang repeatedly obstructing him, Jiang Xingjian grew suspicious.

“Mother, are you hiding something from me?”

“What are you talking about?”

Madam Jiang’s eyes flickered evasively, constantly avoiding Jiang Xingjian’s gaze.

“Today Chief Seal Holder Duan suddenly came, and upon hearing he could not see grandmother, he turned and left. Your son wishes to ask if grandmother has any connection with Chief Seal Holder Duan. Otherwise, your son has no peace of mind.”

Madam Jiang sighed: “Would I not know whether the old madam has any connection with Chief Seal Holder Duan? If she did, our residence wouldn’t have nearly been drained dry these past years. You don’t know how we had to manage him in previous years when the manor harvests were poor.”

Speaking of Duan Yiting, Madam Jiang was full of resentment. These past years, Chief Seal Holder Duan had been engaging in massive financial extortion, whether from senility or what. Their marquis residence had sent over ten thousand taels to the Duan residence annually, yet had never once seen Chief Seal Holder Duan’s face. Every year during festivals, their household steward would go to the Duan residence to pay respects, but was always told to leave the items and go. Two years ago, thinking perhaps Chief Seal Holder Duan simply didn’t regard the marquis residence at all, she had privately cut off the tribute silver. Who knew that within three days, Jiang Man had someone bring word that she was being made difficult by eunuchs everywhere in the palace, asking if she had done something.

That rootless old thing had no descendants—who knew what he wanted all that silver for? Madam Jiang was so angry her teeth ached, yet she dared not speak a single word of these thoughts.

However, Jiang Xingjian had no patience for his mother’s roundabout ways. He knew her temperament all too well. He forcibly pushed open the door to Fuhe Hall and strode in. But as soon as he saw Old Madam Jiang, his whole person froze in shock and disbelief.

“Grandmother, Grandmother.”

Old Madam Jiang’s eye sockets were deeply sunken, her eyeballs turbid and murky. Hearing her grandson’s voice, her withered eyelids only twitched slightly, without any other reaction.

“What’s happened? Why haven’t you summoned an imperial physician?”

Jiang Xingjian pulled back Old Madam Jiang’s quilt. Beneath the bedding was only a dried frame of bones. The old madam, who had been somewhat plump in the past, had now become so emaciated that she was barely skin and bones. Lifting Old Madam Jiang up in his arms, Jiang Xingjian was about to call for the residence physician when he heard two hoarse sounds like gravel grinding emerge from the old woman’s throat.

Madam Jiang said with reddened eyes: “Do you think this was my idea? The old madam ordered me to do this.”

A trail of clear tears fell as Madam Jiang pressed a handkerchief to the corner of her eyes: “You’ve only just gone to the Divine Pivot Battalion. If the old madam were to pass away at this time, you would need to return home for mourning. This position you’ve just obtained would certainly go up in smoke. Previously when the residence was in turmoil, your elder sister petitioned the Emperor in the palace for so long, yet still couldn’t get you released from the Shanglin Garden Bureau.”

“Now that you’ve gone to a substantial position in a department where you can touch military authority, the old madam is too happy—how could she allow herself to be a burden to you?”

“The old madam’s body gave out long ago. These days the residence physician has been using animal medicine to sustain her, which can preserve a breath of life in her, but the person is already beyond help.”

“The residence physician also said that whenever the medicine stops, the old madam will…”

“The old madam treated me like her own mother all her life. Do you think your mother could bear to see her suffer like this?”

Madam Jiang sat on the bed platform, weeping hysterically.

“But what else could be done? You married a wife who manages nothing, and took a concubine who’s nothing but a troublemaker stirring up the household. The residence has neither people nor silver. The money earned from the ice shop and rouge shop isn’t even enough for one round of managing affairs with Chief Seal Holder Duan and Her Ladyship.”

“Chief Seal Holder Duan must be managed, and Dong Chang must be managed. If at this time you were to lose your position at the Divine Pivot Battalion, what would become of our marquis residence in the future? The old madam said this century-old foundation absolutely cannot be destroyed in her hands.”

Jiang Xingjian’s face was ashen. He clenched his fists tightly, his voice hoarse: “So grandmother will just continue like this? And for how long?”

Chapter 82: The Changing Tide
Placing the old madam back on the soft bedding, Madam Jiang said: “Didn’t you obtain that wretched firearms formula from that little harlot?”

“The old madam said that no matter what, she must hold on until you’ve established yourself firmly in the Divine Pivot Battalion. When the time comes that you return home for mourning and His Majesty will certainly compel you to remain in office, she will no longer hold on.”

These past days, Madam Jiang didn’t know how many tears she had shed, but even when her tears ran dry, she still had to force herself to carry on. Carefully tucking the quilt around the old madam and selecting several goose-down pillows to place under her elbow joints, Madam Jiang finally asked: “By the way, how is that firearms development going? Will it be enough to make His Majesty compel you to remain in office, making you indispensable?”

At these words, Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes without speaking. The wretched firearms formula Lin Jiayue had given him was seen through at a glance by those responsible for developing military weapons as soon as it was sent to the Divine Pivot Battalion. Though the formula was written in an extremely complicated manner, it was clearly just a firecracker with stronger explosive power. This thing was cast aside as soon as it arrived, with no one paying it further attention. However, fortunately, her addition of tung oil and flour was considered rather ingenious, and the craftsmen were now studying whether it could be incorporated into military weapons.

If not for the sake of the Fifth Prince and Lady Jiang Fei, he would have likely been impeached and kicked out of the Divine Pivot Battalion long ago. Now when he went there daily, it was merely to manage affairs up and down the hierarchy, striving to establish himself more securely. But regardless, using this to leave the Shanglin Garden Bureau was still a good thing.

Jiang Xingjian turned to look at the old madam who had raised him, overcome with grief. However, when facing Madam Jiang again, he smiled faintly: “That firearm is quite remarkable. Mother can rest assured that I have everything in the household under control. You need not worry excessively.”

Hearing this, Madam Jiang wept copiously. “Then all is well, all is well. As for the old madam’s situation…”

Jiang Xingjian gritted his teeth, unable to bear looking at Old Madam Jiang. After a long silence, he slowly uttered: “I can only ask mother and grandmother to help your son hold on for a while longer.”

Having said this, he could not face the two of them and fled in disarray. Jiang Xingjian walked to the outer courtyard in a daze, feeling that even being scorched by the blazing sun could not dispel the chill in his body. The marquis residence’s century-old foundation had been passed down for several generations—it absolutely could not be ruined in his hands.

Thinking of Duan Yiting’s inexplicable visit and of grandmother wasting away to skin and bones during her illness, barely clinging to life, Jiang Xingjian felt his chest weighted down as if by a massive stone.

“Elder brother, are you unwell?”

Jiang Yan had just emerged from Yuling Study when he saw Jiang Xingjian looking absent-minded. After brief consideration, he inquired.

Jiang Xingjian came to his senses, realizing he had somehow arrived at the entrance to Yuling Study. Rubbing his face roughly, Jiang Xingjian said: “Do you have any business today? If not, shall we brothers drink a few cups together?”

Jiang Yan lowered his eyes: “It would be my honor.”

Inviting him into Yuling Study, Qing Zhai and Su Mian prepared dishes for the two, and Jiang Yan brought out a jar of wine and placed it before Jiang Xingjian.

“A friend gave this to me, saying it was fine wine that your younger brother had never tasted. I’ve had a few cups before—it’s truly top quality.”

Breaking the mud seal, Jiang Yan lifted his hand to pour the wine. As soon as the lid was opened, Jiang Xingjian smelled the overflowing wine fragrance. He looked at the honey-colored liquid in the cup and slightly raised his brow.

“I wonder what your friend’s background is?”

Jiang Yan smiled: “He comes from humble origins, with no particular reputation.”

Jiang Xingjian lifted the wine bowl and tasted it carefully, then said: “This wine is called Mandian Xiang. It comes from the palace interior. I too only had the good fortune to taste it in my youth when accompanying father to a palace banquet.”

Hearing this, Jiang Yan’s handsome brows knitted tightly. Seeing that he didn’t seem to be pretending, Jiang Xingjian couldn’t help saying: “Jianghu people have wide connections. Perhaps he obtained it from somewhere without knowing its origin.”

“That he’s willing to share such precious items with you truly shows excellent friendship.”

Having said this, Jiang Xingjian drained his cup in one gulp. The wine was intoxicating, and since he already had his mind full of troubles, after drinking just over half the jar, clouds and mist swirled before his eyes, unable to distinguish the King of Xiang from the goddess.

“Elder brother is drunk.”

Jiang Yan spoke out. Jiang Xingjian’s gaze was rigid, and after a long while he murmured: “Speaking of now, I actually envy you.”

What was wrong with being a concubine-born son? Being a concubine-born son meant not having to bear the responsibility of revitalizing the family business. Being a concubine-born son meant not being constrained by the palace. Being a concubine-born son meant Jiang Yan could be uninhibited and carefree.

“What’s wrong with being a concubine-born son?”

Jiang Xingjian murmured softly. Hearing this, Jiang Yan lowered his eyes without speaking. How could he not want that legitimate son status?

After a long silence, Jiang Yan drank down the last bowl of wine and pointed at the already drunken Jiang Xingjian: “Send the marquis…”

“To Lanting Courtyard, send me back to Lanting Courtyard.”

Jiang Xingjian murmured softly, seemingly calling out Song Wan’s name several times. Jiang Yan pressed his thin lips tightly together, his complexion instantly turning from red to white upon hearing that name. He stared at Jiang Xingjian for a long moment, his expression gloomy: “Send the marquis to Huai Su’s chambers.”

When Qing Zhai went to find Huai Su, she was in her room sewing an inner garment for Jiang Xingjian. She had originally been Jiang Xingjian’s personal maid, and though she had now been elevated to concubine status, it was not much different from before. She knew that in Jiang Xingjian’s heart there was either Song Wan or Lin Jiayue, but she never minded these things. She was fond of Jiang Xingjian—just being by his side was enough.

But Huai Su had never imagined that she too would have a day when she could become his bedside companion. Looking at her intoxicated beloved, Huai Su blushed as she helped him change clothes and wash.

Early the next morning, Jiang Xingjian only felt warmth in his embrace, as if holding soft jade and warm fragrance. His mind was not yet clear, and he assumed he was in Lin Jiayue’s chambers. But after the dullness and confusion from his hangover dissipated, he discovered that the person in his arms was considerably more full-figured than the currently ill Lin Jiayue.

Jiang Xingjian suddenly stiffened, as if not daring to believe what he was thinking.

“Wan’er?”

Huai Su opened her eyes but did not turn her head. She was both ashamed to face Jiang Xingjian, ashamed of having taken advantage of the situation, and bitter that the person she had served since childhood had never had her in his heart.

As soon as Song Wan’s name left his mouth, Jiang Xingjian sensed something was wrong. With Wan’er’s temperament, she would never allow him to enter her room drunk, so how could she…

Jiang Xingjian got up on his own. Huai Su, face flushed, wrapped herself in the bedding and stared at him blankly.

“Change my clothes.”

Seeing that he hadn’t asked a single question about last night’s events, Huai Su’s heart suddenly didn’t know whether to feel joy or sorrow.

“The marquis, please wait a moment.”

Efficiently putting on her clothes, Huai Su hurriedly got down and attended to Jiang Xingjian. Just as she finished dressing him properly, Shi Zhu came to report that Song Yan had been waiting in the outer courtyard for quite some time, not knowing what major incident had occurred.

Jiang Xingjian pressed his temples and, enduring his headache, found Song Yan: “What has happened that you’re so anxious?”

Song Yan lowered his voice and drew close to his ear: “This is bad, marquis. The palace is about to see a great change.”

“A message came from the palace yesterday. Chief Seal Holder Duan died suddenly in the deep of night, and the Crown Prince… the Crown Prince has awakened.”

“Though still gravely ill, he has indeed regained consciousness.”

Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian was greatly shocked: “Duan Yiting died suddenly? Wasn’t he perfectly fine when he came to the marquis residence yesterday?”

Song Yan pursed his lips, his face also full of worry.

Song Wan learned of these two pieces of news only half a day later. Hearing that Duan Yiting had died suddenly filled her with cold sweat. He had clearly come to the marquis residence during the day—how could he in one night…

Looking at that cloak from yesterday, Song Wan, suppressing her fear, had Heng Zhi bring a brazier and burned it to black ash. Watching the flames slowly devour it, she spoke with worry: “The tide is changing. I pray for Aunt and the Third Prince’s safety.”

Chapter 83: Letting Go
Heng Zhi carried the basin of ashes out to dispose of it cleanly. Song Wan sat on an embroidered stool, silently calculating palace affairs. Whether the Crown Prince’s awakening was due to physical improvement or a final rally before death was still unknown. If it was a final rally followed by sudden death, there would certainly be strife in the palace. If his health had improved, who knew what turmoil would arise. The First Prince had the Empress and her maternal clan backing him, and the First Prince’s consort also came from a prestigious family with an illustrious background.

However, the First Prince himself could not stand firm, but even so, the two clans behind him would push him to compete. And whether the Crown Prince lived or died, the Third and Fifth Princes would also be thrust into the eye of the storm.

Song Wan lowered her eyes and touched the table before her, then said: “Heng Zhi, go fetch my dowry list.”

Previously, when she purchased shops in the capital, she had already sent everything that could be converted to silver to Song Fu. What remained now, difficult to move, were those things bestowed by her aunt in the palace. Among them were countless precious jewels, gold and silver trinkets—truly priceless. And she naturally would not keep her aunt’s gifts to fill the marquis residence’s coffers.

“Find an excuse to send the things aunt bestowed, bit by bit, to Nanny Lang. Have her find a safe manor to store them.”

“Miss, what are you…”

Song Wan sighed: “Regardless of what happens to the Crown Prince, Lady Jiang Fei and aunt will compete. If Lord Jiang and I were of one heart, perhaps the marquis residence could retain a thread of goodwill and wouldn’t use me as a target.”

“But now, if Lady Jiang Fei falls into disadvantage or wants to suppress aunt, she will certainly use me as bait.”

“Miss, what can be done?”

Heng Wu knelt before Song Wan in a panic, grasping her hands with worry written all over her face. Song Wan touched her hair and smiled gently: “If such a day truly comes, I will certainly be able to protect you two.”

She would find a way to send the Heng sisters out of the marquis residence, allowing them to spend the rest of their lives in peace. Heng Zhi’s eyes reddened as she was about to say something, but Song Wan waved her hand to stop them: “Keep your indenture contracts safely. If in the future… my dowry will be given to you two.”

“Miss, this servant doesn’t want it. This servant won’t go anywhere. Even if there truly comes a day when the marquis residence captures us to threaten Her Ladyship, this servant will die before Miss does, and will never let Miss go alone.”

“Bah, bah, bah!”

Heng Zhi glared angrily at Heng Wu and pinched her arm: “What inauspicious words are you speaking before Miss?”

Touching Heng Wu’s arm with distress, Song Wan said: “You two need not worry. This is merely preparing for the worst. Though I feel it won’t come to that, it’s always good to leave a backup plan.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu knew their miss’s temperament and could only agree with reddened eyes. There were still some items brought from the Song residence in the room, and the two began to slowly organize them.

“Miss, where should we put these books Second Master sent you?”

Only when Heng Zhi spoke did Song Wan remember that Jiang Yan had sent her things. She stepped forward to look through them and suddenly exclaimed in surprise: “There are actually two rare editions.”

Heng Zhi said: “This Steward Liu is considerably better than Concubine Liu. He even knows about rare editions.”

Song Wan nodded: “Second Master’s literary talent, learning, character, and bearing are all superior among noble family young masters. Steward Liu’s discernment naturally wouldn’t be too poor either.”

“It’s just that these books must have cost quite a bit. Later, take two hundred taels of silver and find an excuse to send it to Steward Liu.”

The books in her hands were all ones she usually liked but had been unable to find. She didn’t know how Steward Liu had learned of this. These books truly touched her heart.

Carefully placing them in her box of collected rare editions, Song Wan locked it. “Miss, how should these things be handled?”

Heng Wu pointed to several wood carvings, white jade hairpins, and some faded lantern bracelets and other items in the vanity, asking Song Wan. Song Wan glanced at them and pointed: “Store them all in that chest in the corner.”

That chest held things without value that were also difficult to dispose of, such as Lady Jiang Fei’s previous gifts, as well as some tea bricks and fine paper that Madam Song had brought. Casually selecting a wooden box, Heng Wu swept everything into it with one motion. With a click, she tossed it into the corner of the chest.

The room instantly felt much more refreshing. Song Wan sat on the beauty couch, feeling relaxed. She didn’t know why, but although she knew she might possibly become a target used by Lady Jiang Fei to control the Song family and her aunt, she wasn’t afraid. Instead, she felt somewhat open and carefree, as if finally about to be liberated.

“Let’s walk in the courtyard.”

Song Wan changed into a fresh, simple long dress and went out with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. Perhaps because her mood was good today, even seeing Lin Jiayue sitting in the courtyard didn’t stir a ripple in her heart.

Qian Bi and Qing Hong were attending her on the side. Song Wan only heard Qing Hong say: “Why is the concubine still embroidering? Do you know that last night the marquis went to…”

“What are you doing!”

Lin Jiayue suddenly stood up, her temper flaring quite abruptly: “Don’t you see I’m embroidering here? Why do you keep muttering and disturbing me? Don’t tell me anything—you’re bothering me.”

Only after she finished speaking did she see Song Wan looking at her with some bewilderment. Lin Jiayue’s heart trembled. Clutching the embroidery hoop in her hand, she walked toward Xiuyan Pavilion. In a fleeting glimpse, Song Wan only saw that the hoop had a messy tangle embroidered on it, strange in both shape and color, completely unrecognizable.

Song Wan frowned slightly and said in a low voice: “Go ask the night-watch woman what the marquis did yesterday.”

Heng Zhi nodded, left, and quickly returned: “The night-watch woman said yesterday the marquis drank with Second Master, and after getting drunk, the marquis stayed in Huai Su’s chambers.”

“No wonder she was so distraught.”

Song Wan suddenly recalled Lin Jiayue’s appearance when she first entered the marquis residence, loudly proclaiming she wanted one lifetime, one world, one pair of people. She lowered her eyes and suddenly understood why Concubine Zheng had reacted that way when Concubine Zhou died.

“Let’s return. In a few days I must enter the palace to pay respects to the ladies. I should also prepare festival gifts for them.”

Song Wan lost interest in appreciating the scenery and turned back to her room. On the day of entering the palace, Song Wan had Heng Zhi help her select a goose-yellow gauze palace gown. She wore a cloud-coiffure enamel hairpin on her head. Her entire appearance wasn’t particularly opulent, but was quite elegant.

Today was not the Mid-Autumn grand banquet, so Jiang Xingjian did not accompany her. Song Wan was pleased to be at ease. The palace was usually stern and solemn, but in the eighth month it revealed festive joy everywhere. The undercurrents of the past had all been replaced by joyful harmony.

Before even reaching Changxin Palace, melodious sounds of strings and zithers could be heard. Song Wan found it pleasant to the ear, and her mood became more cheerful. “The Lady of Chengyang Marquis has arrived.”

The little eunuch delivering the message had a joyful expression. Song Wan smiled gently at him. It was he who had led her to pay respects to the ladies in various palaces during her last palace visit. Seeing him again now felt very warm.

“This one greets you, Eunuch.”

“My lady need not be so formal. Her Ladyship has been waiting for some time. Please go quickly.”

Having said this, the little eunuch ushered Song Wan into Changxin Palace.

Chapter 84: Palace Banquet
Song Yuning was anxiously waiting in the palace, with Shen Qianbai sitting upright beside her. As soon as they saw Song Wan, both stood up together.

“Wan’er.”

Song Yuning walked to Song Wan’s side and pressed her down before she could even bow: “Why are you dressed so plainly? Didn’t aunt give you quite a few pieces of jewelry and headdresses last time? Don’t you like any of them?”

“Cai Ji, go to my cosmetics box and fetch that jeweled butterfly and flower hairpin, along with the gilt hundred-flower crown…”

“And the palace gown that was finished yesterday—bring everything over together.”

Song Yuning caressed Song Wan’s cheek, her heart aching terribly. Even in the palace, she had heard those widespread rumors. Thinking that the girl she had raised since childhood was being bullied like this in the marquis residence made Song Yuning’s heart hurt.

“Bai’er, come pay your respects to your elder sister.”

“Aunt.”

Song Wan hurriedly pulled away her hand and hastily curtsied to greet the Third Prince.

“Elder sister mustn’t do this. We’re all family—being so formal only distances our affection.”

Though Shen Qianbai was not yet ten years old, he conducted himself with proper measure and was extremely clever and quick-witted. He supported Song Wan with empty gestures and smiled: “If I accepted elder sister’s bow, I’m afraid mother would strike my palms.”

“You rascal.”

Touching the Third Prince’s cheek, Song Yuning pushed Shen Qianbai to go find somewhere to play.

“Bai’er has a forthright nature and respects aunt greatly. He resembles elder brother quite a bit when he was young.”

“If only he were as worry-free as your elder brother.”

Leading Song Wan to the vanity, Song Yuning removed the hairpin from her head and personally placed the hundred-flower crown that Cai Ji had brought on her. Looking at Song Wan in the bronze mirror, she suddenly reddened her eyes: “Back then, aunt didn’t want you to marry, but you insisted. Do you regret it now?”

“No regrets.”

Song Wan smiled with pursed lips, her eyes carrying the coquettishness and softness that only appeared when seeing Song Yuning.

“The two most useless words in this world are regret. Wan’er never looks at the past, only plans for the future ahead.”

“Moreover, with aunt protecting me, Wan’er is not afraid.”

Hearing this, Song Yuning forced a smile: “If aunt could truly protect you, you wouldn’t still be languishing in the marquis residence now.”

Both deeply understood each other’s difficulties. To avoid causing their loved one sorrow, they could only swallow their own bitterness. Together with Cai Ji, they helped Song Wan change into the palace gown. Song Yuning sighed: “What exactly happened that day when Chief Seal Holder Duan went to the marquis residence? How could he die so suddenly? Moreover, I heard from the palace eunuchs that when he was discovered, it seemed as if something had sucked out his vital energy. In just one night, all his blood and qi were lost, his corpse completely shriveled and withered, vastly different from during the day.”

Song Wan looked up in surprise, as if she hadn’t expected such a strange occurrence. She lowered her eyes without speaking. Seeing this, Lady Yun Fei dismissed everyone around them.

She told Lady Yun Fei everything about Duan Yiting’s actions that day at the marquis residence, as well as how she had soaked the cloak in safflower water. After finishing, Song Wan said with some worry: “I don’t know if it was because of me…”

“Hah.”

Song Yuning laughed coldly: “If such simple methods could harm Chief Seal Holder Duan to that extent, he would have died countless times over these years. Don’t be afraid—it has nothing to do with you.”

“According to what you said, nothing unusual happened that day. It must be that he was somehow struck by someone’s scheme somewhere. That wretched state—who knows whose handiwork it was.”

Gently patting Song Wan’s hand, Song Yuning’s eyes showed worry: “Now everyone in the palace is in danger. You’re far away in the marquis residence—how can aunt set her mind at ease?”

“Wan’er has means of self-preservation. Aunt needn’t worry for Wan’er. But Lady Jiang Fei is increasingly favored, sometimes even surpassing the Empress. Now that the situation has changed, who knows how she’ll deal with you.”

“You needn’t worry about palace affairs. Just take care of yourself.”

After dressing Song Wan up again, the young lady now had vermilion lips, pearly teeth, bright eyes and charming glances—incomparably more radiant than when she first arrived. Only then did Song Yuning feel somewhat better in her heart. She pulled her along out of Changxin Palace.

“That Jiang Man can’t compete with me in the palace, so she wants to reach back into the marquis residence to torment you. Wan’er, watch how aunt helps you vent your anger today.”

Song Wan obediently followed behind her. Hearing this, she didn’t try to dissuade her, allowing Lady Yun Fei to vent. The Imperial Garden was fragrant with powder and rouge. Not only were all the palace consorts present, but even the matriarchs and young ladies from somewhat higher-ranking families in the capital attended in full dress. For a time, it was no exaggeration to say a hundred flowers competed for beauty.

As soon as Song Yuning entered, quite a few people surrounded her to pay respects and bow. Jiang Man sat below the Empress’s position, watching the two coldly.

“Lady Jiang Fei arrived so early?”

“This subject’s wife pays respects to Lady Yun Fei. May Your Ladyship live a thousand years.”

Song Wan stood behind Lady Yun Fei, smiling as she bowed to Lady Jiang Fei.

“Why is Wan’er only coming now? I’ve been waiting for you for quite some time.”

Intimately pulling her to her side, Lady Jiang Fei smiled: “You haven’t entered the palace in so long. For elder sister to see you is harder than having an imperial audience. Fortunately, seeing that you look well now, elder sister can set her mind at ease.”

Having a palace maid bring an embroidered stool to her side, Lady Jiang Fei amiably invited Song Wan to sit.

Song Yuning smiled brightly: “Lady Jiang Fei still dotes on you—so much better than this blood aunt of yours. Even when you entered the palace without paying respects to Lady Jiang Fei, she never resented you.”

“Moreover, knowing your health is delicate, she doesn’t let you worry about the many affairs of the marquis residence. The outside businesses are managed by concubines, and the inner residence has palace female officials managing it on your behalf. Even this blood aunt of yours cannot do this much.”

“Quickly, thank Lady Jiang Fei! You’ve been married into the marquis residence for so long yet haven’t served her tea even once. Truly lacking in propriety.”

Having Cai Ji bring a soft cushion, Song Yuning took it with a half-smile and tossed it before Lady Jiang Fei. Song Wan lifted her skirt and gracefully knelt down. Cai Ji then presented a cup of tea: “Wan’er pays respects to Lady Jiang Fei. May Your Ladyship have abundant blessings…”

Jiang Man’s expression was grim. She looked at the tea Song Wan held before her for a long time without moving. The surrounding people seemed busy with their own affairs, yet all secretly paid attention to this scene.

Seeing Song Wan kneeling before Lady Jiang Fei, several ladies whose husbands held high positions silently concluded in their hearts that Lady Jiang Fei was young and hot-tempered, unable to maintain composure. Having merely suffered setbacks at Song Yuning’s hands a few times, she couldn’t even be bothered to preserve face. Making someone present this younger sister-in-law’s tea that should have been offered six years ago in such a setting—truly foolish to the extreme.

Thinking further about how she, a married-out daughter, interfered in the marquis residence’s inner affairs, they all felt contempt in their hearts. Jiang Man curved her lips in a stiff smile and took a sip.

“Why don’t you help the Lady of Chengyang Marquis up?”

Cai Ji helped Song Wan rise. Song Yuning sighed faintly: “Lady Jiang Fei cherishes the Marquis of Chengyang, so she loves all he holds dear. Not to mention you, even that lowly concubine in the residence who eloped shamelessly—she treats her with exceptional generosity. Not only did she not blame her for losing face for all women under heaven, she even gave her silver to open a shop.”

“If His Majesty knew of this, he would surely be gratified by Lady Jiang Fei’s approachability and sharing joy with the people.”

Jiang Man narrowed her eyes, showing displeasure. For imperial consorts to interfere in commercial affairs was truly improper—she had no defense.

Song Yuning continued to sigh: “I hear that woman is quite proficient in some mystical arts. Not only do Lady Jiang Fei and the marquis especially value her, but the items she makes are also excellent.”

“Making ice in summer is one thing, but the things from Huanyan Studio are truly astonishing. I just hear they’re not easy to obtain. Whether imperial clan or aristocratic families, even those bringing silver to the door may not necessarily be able to purchase anything.”

Jiang Man’s expression gradually darkened: “If Lady Yun Fei likes them, what’s wrong with me sending you a set?”

Song Yuning said: “How could I take Lady Yun Fei’s things for nothing? Moreover, the Empress, Lady De Fei, and Lady Xian Fei are all present. How could I monopolize them over the other ladies?”

Jiang Man clenched her fists and forced a laugh: “What treasure under heaven can the Empress not obtain? Huanyan Studio is merely a small rouge shop, not worth the ladies’ attention. But since Lady Yun Fei mentioned it today, tomorrow I’ll have someone send some to the ladies for their appreciation and enjoyment.”

“Many thanks to Lady Jiang Fei.”

Song Yuning’s eyes and brows contained a smile as she said to Song Wan: “Look, look—Lady Jiang Fei has always been straightforward. I truly love her temperament.”

“The Marquis of Chengyang must have inherited Lady Jiang Fei’s true teachings. After nearly dying at the border and suffering for six years, he could have stood out after returning to the capital, yet he lowered himself to train diligently every day. Now he’s finally seized the opportunity and gone to the Divine Pivot Battalion.”

“Through such twisting paths and turning peaks, he’s never shown any sign of difficulty. To have such a husband—aunt is truly happy for you.”

Someone couldn’t help but laugh. Seeing that the two had quarreled enough, the Empress finally spoke leisurely, inviting everyone to take their seats.

Chapter 85: Eastern Palace
The Empress bestowed mooncakes and melons, but most people had no heart to taste them, instead still immersed in Lady Yun Fei’s sharp verbal exchanges from earlier. Song Yuning was not one who enjoyed verbal sparring. That she would today openly praise yet covertly criticize and mock the Chengyang Marquis residence and Lady Jiang Fei showed she was truly quite angry.

Song Wan recalled her aunt’s remarks about rising with the rooster and winding snake-like paths and couldn’t help but curve her lips. Thinking of how Jiang Xingjian had mixed with that flock of chickens, ducks, and geese at the Animal Breeding Office for many days, then exhausted his schemes only to enter the Divine Pivot Battalion, she wanted to sigh deeply at life’s impermanence.

Originally, if he had simply returned to the capital peacefully, relying on the old marquis’s border military achievements and Lady Jiang Fei’s maneuvering in the palace, he could have obtained an important substantial position. Now after going round and round, sullying the marquis residence’s century-old reputation and dragging down Lady Jiang Fei and the Fifth Prince’s reputations, only to obtain a position at the Divine Pivot Battalion—she wondered what it was all for.

Song Wan smiled faintly with pursed lips, mockery appearing in her eyes. Old Madam Jiang was far-sighted, but unfortunately Madam Jiang had never been patient with such calculations. Madam Jiang had an upright temperament with little deviousness in her heart. Since the old marquis had left the marquis residence with Jiang Xingjian, she had always been sheltered under the old madam’s protective wing, never experiencing wind and rain.

It seemed that before she herself had married into the marquis residence, with two people there to shelter her from wind and rain, this character flaw hadn’t been exposed. Song Wan looked up at Jiang Man, whose joy and anger were displayed openly on her face, and sighed inwardly.

Jiang Man’s temperament was seventy to eighty percent similar to Madam Jiang’s, but with a bit more boldness and viciousness than Madam Jiang. If Jiang Man had been raised by Old Madam Jiang, she would certainly be a hundred times more difficult to deal with than now.

Picking up a piece of mooncake bestowed by the Empress, Song Wan slowly placed it in her mouth. Today, her aunt’s words served to vent anger on her behalf—that was the first reason. The second was to inform today’s guests that with Jiang Man as his mother-consort, the Fifth Prince’s natural talents were likely limited.

This was also why the Empress had watched the show for so long without speaking to stop it. Setting down her jade chopsticks, Song Wan’s gaze swept over all the banquet attendees one by one, silently pondering in her heart the entangled power networks behind each family.

The Empress sat in the high position, taking in everyone’s every movement. “Empress…” A eunuch with a pale, pointed jaw leaned close to the Empress’s side: “It’s time.”

The Empress nodded, her eyes still as water: “Go see whether he’s dead or alive, whether he’s truly paralyzed, or has been playing tricks under my nose all these years. Also, later go investigate that rouge shop Lady Yun Fei mentioned. If there were no problem, she wouldn’t have mentioned it repeatedly.”

The eunuch nodded in acknowledgment, respectfully withdrew, then moved swiftly toward the Eastern Palace. The Eastern Palace was desolate and cold, a place of death for eight years, but recently the Crown Prince’s awakening was like a massive stone thrown into a lake, instantly exploding into sky-filling splashes.

Shen Qianyu’s face was somber as he relit the already-cooled clay pot and small stove. The boiling water bubbled up, rising in waves of steam. Hearing some unusual sounds outside, he turned and went back to the golden bed platform to lie down again.

“Eunuch… Eunuch Xun.”

“Where is the Crown Prince?”

The palace maid was so frightened she trembled, never having imagined that the head eunuch by the Empress’s side would suddenly appear in the Eastern Palace. The palace maid’s knees went soft and she knelt on the ground: “The Crown Prince… the Crown Prince is still paralyzed, in the sleeping chambers.”

Xun You strode into the Crown Prince’s sleeping hall, but just as he entered, his footsteps suddenly stopped. The entire Eastern Palace was filled with a rank stench, forcing Xun You to cover his nose and mouth with a handkerchief.

“Eu… Eunuch.”

A small eunuch with a severely hunched body walked out from the sleeping chambers. Xun You’s gaze swept from top to bottom but he paid no attention. He hurried to the Crown Prince’s bed platform and looked at the person on it with furrowed brows, saying nothing.

“Crown Prince, Your Highness?”

After calling twice without receiving an answer, Xun You snorted coldly and reached out to pull back the bright yellow sleeping quilt on the Crown Prince. But though his hand was already extended, just as he was about to touch the Crown Prince, he abruptly withdrew it.

“Why does this room smell so foul?”

The small eunuch from earlier looked vacant: “Foul? This slave doesn’t know.”

“Hah, ‘Enter a fish shop and you cease to smell it’—the sage truly does not deceive me.”

Xun You pointed at the bright yellow quilt: “Pull it back.”

The small eunuch pulled up the quilt, pulling it straight up to the Crown Prince’s knees. “Pull it all back.”

“The Crown Prince has been paralyzed for many years. His daily eating, drinking, and relieving all happen here, so he couldn’t wear…”

“Enough, enough.”

Xun You covered his nose and lowered his head to look at the Crown Prince’s exposed legs. Those legs from feet to knees were covered in scars, with iron shackle marks about half a palm wide around both ankles. These marks were embedded deep in the flesh—likely from being constantly chained in one place during his time as a hostage.

As for the other scars, he could only make out some whip wounds and burn marks. The rest were old and half-healed—he couldn’t identify them. Xun Xu carefully examined the Crown Prince’s features and suddenly asked: “Since Chief Seal Holder Duan passed away, has the Crown Prince awakened again?”

“Once, but these past few days he’s been like before, with no response.”

Hearing this, Xun You’s eyes showed killing intent. He curled his five fingers and instantly reached toward the Crown Prince’s knees, but just as he was about to touch the Crown Prince’s flesh, he withdrew his hand again. He had always loved cleanliness, but really… it was too filthy. He couldn’t bring himself to do it.

Scanning the Crown Prince’s sleeping chambers, Xun You saw the boiling clay pot on the table, walked forward, picked it up, and poured it bit by bit onto the Crown Prince’s legs. Soon the man’s flesh was scalded blood red, slowly forming several blisters. Xun You’s gaze didn’t waver as he watched the Crown Prince, only to see this person remain as unresponsive as if dead, his legs not even twitching once.

Tossing aside the clay pot in his hand, Xun You said: “Take good care of the Crown Prince. If you care for him well, I shall reward you.”

Having said this, he covered his nose and mouth and quickly withdrew. Seeing the person leave, the small eunuch hurried forward: “Master, are you alright?”

Shen Qianyu laughed coldly: “I’m fine.”

He had experienced all manner of cruel tortures—knives, saws, cauldrons, and vats. Now being scalded with boiling water a few times—what did that count as to him? Getting down from the bed platform and half-squatting at the bed’s edge, Shen Qianyu reached underneath and pulled out a small bottle of sesame oil to pour on his legs.

“Master, this slave has medicine here.”

Using a bamboo stick to open the blisters on his legs, Shen Qianyu said: “The Eastern Palace isn’t safe recently. Don’t bring these things into the palace to avoid alerting the enemy.”

Roughly treating his wounds, he pulled out a set of eunuch’s clothes and, hunching his body, walked out of the Eastern Palace sleeping hall. The small eunuch from earlier took off his clothes and lay down on the bed platform instead.

“Ji Rong, stop right there.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his head and stopped. The small palace maid said: “Earlier when Eunuch Xun came, was it to see if the Crown Prince was dead?”

“The Eastern Palace isn’t peaceful anymore. I’m going to ask Aunt Qi to transfer me to another courtyard. Will you come with me?”

“Thank you, but no need.”

Regardless of the small palace maid stamping her feet and cursing, Shen Qianyu bowed and left. Duan Yiting’s sudden death was not within his expectations. He had thought he still had a year or half to carefully plan, but now things were somewhat troublesome.

Without Duan Yiting’s seal-bearing status, it wouldn’t be so simple for him to leave the palace again. Shen Qianyu sat in the shadows in a corner, chewing on a grass stem and clicking his tongue.

All the vast wealth Duan Yiting had accumulated was in his hands, and Dong Chang’s Wan Xiao was also his close confidant. Though he had recruited a few concubine-born sons from aristocratic families outside the palace, those who could truly support him in court numbered close to zero.

Spitting out the grass stem, Shen Qianyu furrowed his brows. Having only silver and a few eunuch subordinates, he couldn’t secure the Crown Prince’s position. This was truly… somewhat troublesome.

Chapter 86: Pregnancy
As dusk gradually darkened the sky, Shen Qianyu rose from a corner and departed the Eastern Palace. Having navigated the depths of the palace for many years, he had long grown intimately familiar with every shadowy, secluded pathway throughout the complex. Before long, he arrived at the Imperial Garden.

Today’s banquet had brought together madams and young ladies from all the noble families of the capital. Shen Qianyu knew little about the capital’s aristocratic families, especially those of the highest rank. Over the years, he had been unable to use the Crown Prince’s identity to approach anyone. Though three years ago he had turned the tables on Duan Yiting and assumed his identity through substitution, he rarely appeared in public to avoid exposure.

An opportunity like today’s to observe and memorize people was one he truly didn’t want to miss.

Shen Qianyu followed along the base of a wall to behind an artificial mountain, quietly scrutinizing everyone in the garden.

Most of those present were supporters of the Third Prince. Though the First Prince had his maternal clan backing him, his past debauchery in the harem was known to all. Although the Emperor had never made it public to preserve the Empress’s dignity, many still knew about it.

Originally, the Third Prince and Fifth Prince had maintained a balanced rivalry, but after Jiang Xingjian’s “resurrection” and return to the capital, the Chengyang Marquis Manor’s reputation was utterly destroyed, and those fence-sitters had flocked to join the Third Prince’s faction.

Thinking back to the day he visited the Chengyang Marquis Manor and saw Lin Jiayue, Shen Qianyu let out a scornful laugh.

In just a few months’ time, she had stirred up a centuries-old aristocratic family into infamy and complete chaos, even implicating the Fifth Prince’s power base in the process.

He wondered how many such talented strategists existed in this world. If he could gather even a handful under his command and send them to the First Prince’s maternal clan and the Song family, within three years he would likely secure his position in the Eastern Palace.

Just as he was pondering how to cultivate talents like Lin Jiayue, Shen Qianyu spotted Song Wan approaching the area near him with her maidservant, admiring the palace lanterns.

This location was secluded and hidden, yet allowed one to observe everyone while remaining undetected. Shen Qianyu raised his eyebrows slightly, wondering whether Song Wan’s choice was accidental or deliberate.

He drew himself back, concealing his form within the shadows.

“Miss, this one has lantern riddles.”

Heng Wu pointed at several palace lanterns with a smile. “This servant recognizes these few characters. Miss, why don’t you try guessing?”

Song Wan turned to look at the lanterns on the corridor. The hazy candlelight fell upon her face, making someone already outstandingly beautiful appear even more supremely elegant and extraordinary, dreamlike and illusory.

*A renowned beauty of exceptional grace, such exquisite beauty is rare to find.*

These eight characters floated through his mind. Only today did Shen Qianyu somewhat understand why Jiang Yan was so obsessed with his sister-in-law, his soul captivated by her.

“Miss, the character for ’emperor.'”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “Flawless white jade.”

“The character for ‘dark.'”

“Having both sound and color.”

“The character for ‘tears’?”

“Upside down and backwards.”

Heng Wu covered her mouth. “Miss has read countless books—you don’t even need to think about such lantern riddles.”

Song Wan laughed. “I still have to think, just a bit faster.”

Her laughter was light and carefree, completely unlike the cautious and guarded manner she displayed at the Marquis Manor.

After the palace banquet concluded, Consort Yun dispatched people to escort Song Wan back to the manor. The moment she descended from the sedan chair, she noticed the servants in the inner courtyard wore strange expressions, furtive and evasive when looking at her, highly unusual.

Song Wan summoned a maid from the courtyard and had her go investigate what had occurred at the manor today.

The little maid returned to report: “First Madam, it seems that Concubine Lin from Xiuyan Pavilion fainted in the courtyard during the day. After the manor physician was called, he said… he said Concubine Lin is with child.”

Song Wan’s brows knitted together, surprised.

Jiang Xingjian had never made Lin Jiayue drink contraceptive tea, and now she was even expecting the first-born son?

“Has Madam been informed?”

The maid nodded. “Madam knows.”

“That’s good then. Thank you for your trouble.”

Heng Zhi saw the little maid out, then returned to help Song Wan remove her elaborate hairstyle and makeup. The mistress and her two servants never mentioned Lin Jiayue’s pregnancy again. Whether this first-born son was born or not had nothing to do with them.

While Song Wan extinguished the lights and fell asleep on this side, Lin Jiayue on the other side tossed and turned, unable to sleep.

She caressed her belly, crying one moment and laughing the next, greatly alarming Qianbi and Qinghong with worry.

“Concubine, are you feeling unwell somewhere?”

Lin Jiayue murmured, “I don’t feel anything in particular right now. I’ve heard morning sickness comes after three months? The manor physician said my pregnancy is still early, so I won’t feel anything yet.”

As she spoke, she began to laugh. “In this world, I now have blood kin—a child connected to me by blood! I wonder if it’s a boy or girl, whether they’ll look like the Marquis or like me.”

Qianbi and Qinghong exchanged glances, both lowering their heads together.

“If it’s a boy, I hope he can learn some martial arts and one day roam the martial world performing heroic deeds, seeing all those magnificent landscapes I’ve never seen.”

“If it’s a daughter…”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened, her lips pressed together without speaking.

A wave of desolation suddenly rose in her heart. “When the time comes, I’ll do embroidery.”

She pulled out an embroidery hoop from the basket and began to stitch with lifeless eyes.

Qianbi watched as she stitched and accidentally sewed the gauze from her own sleeve onto the fabric. She was about to step forward to stop her, but before she could speak, Qinghong held her back.

Qinghong shook her head, signaling her not to interfere.

The two tiptoed out. Qianbi said, “Though the Concubine often spoke foolishly and acted rather mad in the past, she never mistreated us. Seeing her like this now, my heart aches terribly.”

Qinghong bit her lip. “Don’t think too much about it. These matters aren’t for us servants to manage. The Marquis hasn’t visited the Concubine’s courtyard in several days—he’ll likely come tonight. I think we should find somewhere to hide.”

“Hide from what?”

“Are you daft?”

Qinghong lowered her voice. “This child absolutely cannot be kept. Most likely… most likely the Marquis will bring a bowl of abortion medicine tonight. What will we do then?”

They certainly wouldn’t dare step forward to intervene, yet they couldn’t bear to watch Lin Jiayue suffer in agony.

“In a moment I’ll find some excuse to avoid things at the Old Madam’s courtyard. As for what you do, I can’t control that.”

Having said this, Qinghong let out a heavy sigh and turned to leave Xiuyan Pavilion.

When Jiang Xingjian returned to the manor it was already past the hour of hai. He had assumed all the courtyards in the manor would have retired for the night, but unexpectedly, just as he entered the inner courtyard, the night-watch servant informed him that Madam had been waiting for him a long time and requested he go to Fuhe Hall first upon returning.

Though puzzled, Jiang Xingjian still hurried over.

The moment she saw him, Old Madam Jiang’s brows knitted tightly. “Do you know Miss Lin is pregnant?”

Jiang Xingjian froze, then furrowed his brows deeply.

He had forgotten to make Lin Jiayue drink contraceptive tea.

The Marquis Manor had been in such chaos recently, and with no proper mistress to manage such bedroom affairs, how would he, a man, have remembered such things?

“I had thought you intended…”

Old Madam Jiang sighed. “Had I known earlier you hadn’t deliberately gotten her with child, today I should have had the manor physician force a bowl of abortion medicine down her throat to eliminate this calamity at the root.”

Jiang Xingjian remained silent, his worries tangled like hemp.

After a long while he finally said, “I will handle this matter myself. Mother need not worry.”

“This child cannot be kept. You must not soften your heart.”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together and turned to leave.

When he arrived at Xiuyan Pavilion, Lin Jiayue had not yet gone to bed. She sat before the candlelight in silent reverie. Qianbi stood to one side with drooping eyelids, so drowsy she seemed to have lost her very soul, not even noticing Jiang Xingjian enter the room.

He cleared his throat lightly, and only then did the two snap back to awareness.

The moment Lin Jiayue saw him, she immediately broke into a bright, radiant smile. “I knew you’ve been busy lately, so I didn’t dare disturb you. But I thought you would surely come today, so I kept waiting.”

“Jiang Xingjian, we have a child now.”

Chapter 87: Hidden Secrets
“This feeling is truly wondrous.” Lin Jiayue caressed her lower abdomen, her eyes carrying traces of tenderness. “I have no family in this world. Now that I have you and this child, it’s as if my life has been filled.”

She looked up at Jiang Xingjian. “Do you like him? Do you anticipate his arrival?”

Jiang Xingjian remained silent. Lin Jiayue lowered her head. “I suppose you must like him. No one dislikes their own child.”

“Shall we choose a name for him?”

“What character do you think would be more suit—Ah!”

Mid-sentence, Lin Jiayue’s face suddenly turned deathly pale as she crouched on the ground. Qianbi jumped in fright, and Jiang Xingjian also frowned.

“What is it? What made that sound?”

Images suddenly flashed through her mind—Jiang Jing being carried out of the courtyard, his pale hand hanging outside the bamboo frame, and Concubine Zhou’s death by striking a pillar, crimson spatters everywhere.

Lin Jiayue clutched her head and crouched on the ground, terrified and panicked.

Jiang Xingjian looked at Qianbi. She hurriedly waved her hands to indicate it wasn’t her doing. The two searched the room for a long while before discovering that the string of pearls hanging on the washing stand had broken, the pearls falling into the copper basin with resounding clinks.

Qianbi hurriedly cleaned up the mess while Jiang Xingjian lifted Lin Jiayue up.

Lin Jiayue wrapped her arms around his neck, asking cautiously, “Is it Jiang Jing? Have Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou come back to find me? I didn’t mean to—I never intended to cause their deaths.”

“It was just the pearls breaking their string. You needn’t worry.”

Jiang Xingjian stroked her head with a deep sigh. “Rest well and take care of yourself. That’s what matters.”

Lin Jiayue nodded dazedly. After coaxing her to sleep, Jiang Xingjian left and went to Huai Su’s chambers.

The moment he entered, Huai Su quickly rose to help him remove his outer robe, then brought him tea from the table at just the right temperature. Jiang Xingjian took a light sip and returned it to Huai Su.

“My lord, green salt to rinse your mouth.”

After rinsing his mouth, Jiang Xingjian lay on the daybed, allowing Huai Su to massage his temples.

Neither spoke further, yet Jiang Xingjian felt more relaxed than ever.

“Who in the manor knows about Jiayue’s pregnancy?”

Huai Su replied, “Lanting Courtyard and Madam’s side should know. The manor physician won’t tell the other courtyards.”

“Tomorrow, tell the people in the courtyard to keep their mouths shut.”

Huai Su’s hand paused. “My lord… do you intend to keep this child?”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t answer, closing his eyes and falling into deep sleep.

Looking at his sleeping face, Huai Su bit her lip, her eyes full of worry.

Early the next morning, two nannies appeared by Lin Jiayue’s side—one was Nanny Li, Jiang Xingjian’s wet nurse, and the other had served Old Madam Jiang for many years.

The moment the two arrived, they guarded Xiuyan Pavilion as tightly as an iron barrel, preventing anyone from entering or leaving.

Seeing this arrangement, Song Wan knew he had decided to keep the child.

Her hand paused while trimming flower branches. She smiled faintly and shook her head.

Seeing this, Heng Zhi said, “Miss, has the Marquis gone mad?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, her gaze focused intently on the pruning shears in her hand. “With such measures, he must be thinking no one will know the Marquis Manor has a first-born son. Perhaps tomorrow or the day after, he’ll seal off the main courtyard of Lanting to prevent me from leaving. Then, after ten months pass, he’ll place that child under my care to raise as the legitimate heir.”

“This way, the Marquis Manor will have a legitimate heir, and the rumors outside will collapse on their own.”

“Miss!”

Heng Zhi’s face paled. “Doing this—isn’t he afraid our manor will find out and won’t spare him?”

“It’s merely speculation. Otherwise I truly cannot understand why Jiang Xingjian would keep this child.”

The Marquis Manor’s reputation was already enough to make all the aristocratic families in the capital keep their distance. Now, not only were the young ladies and masters’ marriage prospects difficult to discuss, even Consort Jiang and the Fifth Prince in the palace were greatly affected. At such a critical time, creating another scandal with a first-born son would surely bring nothing but harm without any benefit.

Even if Jiang Xingjian valued Lin Jiayue greatly and couldn’t bear to part with the child in her womb, he shouldn’t risk Consort Jiang, the Fifth Prince, and the Marquis Manor’s century-old foundation.

So Song Wan couldn’t understand it.

The only possibility she could think of was that the Marquis Manor would maintain tight security for these ten months, preventing her from passing messages to the Song Manor.

On the day Lin Jiayue gave birth, she would meet the fate of “dying in childbirth,” and henceforth this child could legitimately become the bloodline of both the Jiang and Song families.

However, Song Wan didn’t voice this thought aloud. She feared Heng Zhi and Heng Wu would worry and do something extreme.

“Today, send for Old Woman Lang to enter the manor. Let’s test what Jiang Xingjian is actually thinking.”

Heng Zhi nodded and hurried to make arrangements.

She and Heng Wu waited in the courtyard, both extremely anxious. But what Song Wan hadn’t expected was that the message actually got through without encountering any obstruction whatsoever.

That evening, when Old Woman Lang entered the manor, she was somewhat surprised.

After thinking it over carefully, Song Wan had her deliver a message to Song Fu, explaining the matter of the first-born son in detail. After completing all this, Old Woman Lang said, “A few days ago, the Young Master was transferred to the Personnel Selection Division to establish an office, becoming a Fifth-Rank Vice Minister. The Young Master instructed this old servant to inform First Madam upon seeing you, so you wouldn’t constantly worry.”

“Truly?”

Song Wan smiled with pressed lips. “Elder Brother is full of knowledge and talent. Wherever he goes, he will shine brilliantly.”

The two discussed manor affairs for a few more sentences before Old Woman Lang departed.

After she left, Song Wan said in puzzlement, “I was able to send out word about the Marquis Manor having a first-born son, which means Jiang Xingjian had no such plans. This truly is strange.”

Heng Zhi nodded. “This servant also feels the Marquis wouldn’t dare confuse the bloodlines of the Jiang and Song families. If the truth came to light, Master and Young Master would never easily forgive him.”

Song Wan’s delicate brows knitted slightly. “Unable to discern his thoughts and actions—this troubles my heart greatly.”

Not only did Song Wan fail to understand Jiang Xingjian’s actions, even Old Madam Jiang and Jiang Yan were left bewildered. But Old Madam Jiang was accustomed to washing her hands of affairs. Now that her son said not to worry, she truly cast it aside and focused entirely on serving Old Madam Jiang, striving to let the old lady live a few more days.

Jiang Yan, however, used his own methods to help Song Wan eliminate the danger.

Qing Zhai had just entered the room carrying a new inkstone when she heard Jiang Yan say, “The Marquis Manor should not have a first-born son. Today, go find Qianbi. She knows what to do.”

“This servant understands.”

After placing the items on the desk, Qing Zhai went to the storeroom to retrieve gold and silver embroidery threads before leaving.

Before today, she hadn’t known Qianbi was Second Master’s person. It seemed when Concubine Lin first entered the manor, Second Master had already planted his chess piece.

Thinking of this, Qing Zhai’s eyes showed reverence.

Arriving at the entrance to Xiuyan Pavilion, she found a low-ranking maid from Lanting Courtyard and had her fetch Qianbi.

Shortly after, Qianbi stood inside the room while Qing Zhai spoke to her through the window. “A few days ago when receiving the manor’s allowances, I heard you say Concubine Lin was short on gold and silver embroidery threads. I had extra this month, so I brought some for Concubine Lin.”

She handed the items to Nanny Li, but before she could receive them, Qianbi said, “Thank you for your trouble, Miss Qing Zhai. Our mistress has been lethargic lately and hasn’t done embroidery in quite some time.”

“However, Xiuyan Pavilion is indeed out of gold and silver threads. This servant still owes Concubine Huai Su two spools. I wonder if Miss Qing Zhai could let me have this portion?”

Qing Zhai nodded and gave the items to Nanny Li to pass on to Huai Su.

When she returned to Yuling Study, Jiang Yan was tending to flowers and plants. Qing Zhai reported, “Second Master, Qianbi said Huai Su moved before us.”

“Huai Su?”

Qing Zhai nodded. Jiang Yan’s brows furrowed tightly. “Help her if necessary.”

“This servant understands.”

Seeing Jiang Yan’s full attention on the painting beneath his brush, Qing Zhai carefully withdrew from the study.

Jiang Yan outlined a graceful feminine figure with his brush. His strokes were practiced, as if every line had been traced countless times. That person’s features were carved into his very bones—with each detail revealed, he couldn’t help the heat rising to his ears.

When the person in his heart appeared vividly on paper, his expression relaxed, yet carried both infatuation and sorrow.

Carefully rolling up the painting, Jiang Yan found a brazier and slowly set it ablaze.

The paper ashes drifted and scattered, disappearing from the world, like the hidden thoughts in his heart that could not be spoken to others—destined never to be revealed in broad daylight.

Chapter 88: As Elder Brother
Upon learning that Jiang Xingjian intended to keep the first-born son, Song Fu felt the Chengyang Marquis Manor had collapsed like a breached dike—from top to bottom, not a single sound beam could be found.

He had already been worried about Song Wan’s situation. Now he completely abandoned any extravagant hope that Jiang Xingjian would see the error of his ways and return to the right path.

That he could even contemplate keeping a first-born son meant Jiang Xingjian had long ago harbored thoughts of breaking with the Song family.

No matter what, he didn’t want to let Wan’er continue staying at the Marquis Manor.

Previously, when Jiang Xingjian had repeatedly humiliated the Song Manor and made Wan’er lose all face, he had wanted to retrieve Song Wan from the Marquis Manor regardless of consequences. Had Father not gone personally and received Jiang Xingjian’s numerous sworn oaths, how could he have lightly let the matter drop?

Song Fu suppressed the fury in his heart and hurried to the manor’s study to find Song Lan’an.

Song Lan’an was handling official business. Seeing him enter, he leisurely set down the memorial in his hand.

“What is it?”

Song Fu said, “Does Father know that Jiang Xingjian and that concubine have conceived a first-born son, and he plans to let it be born?”

“This child definitely cannot be born into the world. You worry too much.”

“How can Father be so certain? If he insists on keeping this child, what then?”

Song Lan’an’s expression darkened. “Even if Jiang Xingjian wants to keep it, that person in the palace won’t allow him to. Your temperament has become impulsive lately—how can you not see through even such a small matter?”

“You should focus more attention on your official career rather than constantly concerning yourself with the Marquis Manor’s affairs.”

Hearing this, Song Fu pressed his lips tightly together, disappointed.

Back when he learned of Jiang Xingjian’s misfortune at the border, he had proposed that Father intervene to break off the betrothal with the Chengyang Marquis Manor. But Father had refused, citing Mother’s dying wish.

It was from that moment that Song Fu realized Wan’er couldn’t compare to Father’s ambitions or the importance of official reputation and prestige.

Song Fu’s face darkened. After a moment he said, “Neither Jiang Man nor Jiang Xingjian have placed the Song Manor in their eyes. Time and again they’ve disregarded Wan’er’s reputation and life. What use are such in-laws? Moreover, the palace situation has changed. Everyone knows Wan’er is Aunt’s weakness. If in the future…”

Raising his hand to interrupt Song Fu’s words, Song Lan’an’s eyes were deep and inscrutable. “You keep saying ‘Wan’er, Wan’er’—just because Wan’er is your sister, does that mean Song Yao and Song Nian aren’t?”

“Where do you place all the members of the Song Manor, the second and third branches—Song Zhao, Song Ni, and the sons and daughters of your cousins?”

“For the sake of my one daughter, Song Lan’an, should I ruin the reputations of nearly a hundred daughters across several generations of the clan? What do you think outsiders would say about me as clan patriarch of the Song family?”

Hearing this, Song Fu replied, “If our Song Manor broke off a marriage alliance without cause, that would indeed be inappropriate. But now the Marquis Manor has been discourteous and excessive first. If our Song Manor turns a deaf ear and remains indifferent, wouldn’t that damage the Song family’s integrity even more?”

“If we set such a precedent, wouldn’t it be equivalent to telling the world that after Song Manor daughters marry out, they can be bullied at will?”

Song Lan’an said, “Then according to your view, what should be done with Wan’er?”

“Your son wishes to gather the clan elders of both families as witnesses and have Jiang Xingjian write a letter of dismissal.”

Song Lan’an looked at Song Fu without speaking.

“The Crown Prince has awakened and the palace situation has changed. Though the Fifth Prince hasn’t reached coming-of-age, Consort Jiang is ambitious and will surely make moves. Father has delayed in managing the Marquis Manor’s affairs—could it be that you want Consort Jiang or Jiang Xingjian to act against Wan’er, thereby informing the world that Consort Jiang’s methods are vicious and her character flawed, that she would even harm her brother-in-law’s wife?”

“That way the Song Manor could stand invincible without expending any effort?”

Once Consort Jiang employed such dirty tactics, she would surely lose all support. If Father wanted to win without fighting, he might even fan the flames in the future, personally forcing Consort Jiang to act against Wan’er.

The mere thought of this made Song Fu’s heart burn with indignation. He wished he could immediately bring Song Wan back to the manor.

Seeing his legitimate son speak with such intensity, Song Lan’an narrowed his eyes slightly. “Is this the attitude with which you speak to your father? Have you fed all those sage texts to the dogs?”

“Or do you think that because you’ve entered the Ministry of Personnel and become a Fifth-Rank Vice Minister, you can separate yourself from the Song clan and establish your own household?”

“Your son wouldn’t dare.”

“Wouldn’t dare? I see your courage is quite large.”

Song Lan’an laughed coldly. “A mere Fifth-Rank Vice Minister, and already you’re arrogant enough to argue with your father? Don’t tell me you think this official position came from nowhere?”

“If you weren’t a son of the Song family, how would you sit in this position?”

Song Fu said, “Father means this Vice Minister position was arranged by the clan?”

Song Lan’an snorted coldly, neither confirming nor denying.

“Wanting Wan’er to leave the Marquis Manor isn’t particularly difficult.”

Closing the memorials before him one by one, Song Lan’an stood. “I am both Wan’er’s father and the Song clan patriarch. How could I implicate the entire Song clan for personal reasons? That you think this way truly disappoints your father.”

“Moreover, as the legitimate heir of the Song Manor, the burden of this clan will eventually fall to you. If Wan’er returns home now, how will you conduct yourself? How will your marriage negotiations with daughters of high families proceed?”

“In the future you must assume the position of clan patriarch, which requires even greater capability to uphold the family. Therefore, the next Song family matriarch must be of high birth.”

“Do you think your father hasn’t considered these matters?”

Song Fu lowered his eyes, momentarily uncertain whether these were Father’s true feelings or if he had ideas about his marriage and was using Wan’er to control him.

He stood with hands at his sides, allowing Song Lan’an to dictate.

Song Lan’an said indifferently, “I already have a candidate for your marriage. Once both families settle matters and the Song Manor has no more worries, everything will be easier to discuss.”

“Which manor does Father favor?”

“The legitimate ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s second branch. What do you think?”

Song Fu raised his eyes to look at Song Lan’an. After a long while, he nodded slightly. “I’ll leave it to Father’s discretion.”

Duke Yingguo was originally the son of Duke Qiguo. Both father and son perished in the great war with Nanqing forty years ago. Duke Yingguo’s wife was the current Emperor’s own paternal aunt, Grand Princess Yihe.

The Grand Princess bore two sons and one daughter. The ninth young lady was born to the legitimate second young master. But the second young master died of illness in his early years, and the ninth young lady’s birth mother died following him in grief. Thus, the ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s manor had always been raised by the Grand Princess herself.

Capital rumors said the ninth young lady was extremely beloved by the Grand Princess. Her maternal uncle was Yan Tongfu, Vice Minister of War, who also doted on her immensely.

Normally, such status far exceeded what the Song family could match. But no one in the capital had ever seen this ninth young lady. It was said she suffered from a speech impediment and couldn’t speak smoothly. The Grand Princess couldn’t bear for her to be mocked, so she never let her go out to receive guests.

Such a woman, no matter how good her birth, could never become the mistress of a household. Yet the Grand Princess had a domineering personality and exceptionally high standards—few young masters of the capital’s aristocratic families could catch her eye.

Much less those pampered wastrels and sons of concubines.

That Father could establish a connection with the Grand Princess and negotiate this marriage must have required considerable effort.

Song Fu lowered his eyes to conceal his expression. “Now that your son’s marriage is settled, can Wan’er be brought back to the manor? If the manor is inconvenient, your son can also arrange for her elsewhere.”

Song Lan’an smiled faintly. “After your wedding, you’ll be able to handle matters independently. Such small matters you can manage yourself.”

Chapter 89: Predetermined Fate
After Song Fu’s engagement with Ming Xiang, the legitimate ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s manor, was settled, no one informed Song Wan. It wasn’t until the two families had already exchanged betrothal documents and the marriage was beyond any possibility of reversal that she learned the news. This only came about because Consort Yun invited Song Wan into the palace for a small gathering on her birthday—when a eunuch from Changxin Palace came to relay Consort Yun’s verbal message, she finally learned that Father had chosen such a match for Elder Brother.

Recalling Duke Yingguo Manor’s current situation in her mind, Song Wan couldn’t help but furrow her brow.

Heng Zhi’s expression also looked somewhat unpleasant, her mind dwelling on unknown thoughts.

Heng Wu couldn’t help but speak up. “Miss, do you know about this ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s manor?”

Song Wan nodded. “The ninth young lady is essentially a child of her parents’ old age. I’ve heard that Duke Yingguo’s second branch madam was married for many years without bearing children. But she and her husband were deeply devoted to each other—the second master never took concubines. It wasn’t until nearing age thirty that they finally bore the ninth young lady with great difficulty.”

“After the second master passed away from illness, the second madam followed him the next year, leaving the ninth young lady of the second branch to be raised in the old lady’s quarters. I’ve heard she has some speech difficulties. As a child she was mocked by malicious servants in the household, so all these years she’s never come out to receive guests—the Grand Princess has protected her very well.”

Heng Wu’s gaze swept over Heng Zhi as she murmured, “Such a young lady… why would Master arrange this match for Young Master?”

“The ninth young lady’s maternal uncle is Lord Yan Tongfu. Father has his own calculations.”

Song Wan clenched her fists slightly, unable to help feeling disappointed.

She had always known that for someone like her, a daughter of a noble family, her only purpose was to forge a good alliance for the clan. So regardless of what choices Father made, she had never harbored resentment.

Life was difficult for women, but all daughters in this world were the same, so she neither reached above her station nor complained.

But Song Fu was different.

In the future, Elder Brother would have to uphold the household. Whether in court or in the inner chambers, without a capable wife to manage the family, he would likely face more worries than joys.

Though few were as prone to causing trouble as Lin Jiayue, someone with Old Madam Jiang’s temperament would be worrying enough.

Moreover, the ninth young lady wasn’t suited to social interactions, which would deprive Elder Brother of much of the support he’d need in his official career.

Song Wan clutched at her skirt, her chest tight with frustration.

“The Grand Princess is already in her seventies, while the ninth young lady has only just come of age. Her upbringing was likely mostly doting affection—she probably hasn’t learned much about managing a household.”

“Though born into an aristocratic family, she grew up without a strict father or loving mother to guide her. Who knows what her natural disposition is like…”

Song Wan’s birth mother had died early. She herself had grown up without anyone to teach her propriety and discretion. Had it not been for the difficult days as a widow at the Marquis Manor forcing her to study extensively, who knows what kind of temperament she would have developed.

Having suffered such losses from lack of guidance herself, Song Wan did not look favorably upon this marriage.

Even if Father valued the Grand Princess’s status and Lord Yan’s connections, he shouldn’t have traded away the position of Song Manor’s mistress for them. The Grand Princess was advanced in years—after she passed, who knew how much favor the Emperor would still show Duke Yingguo’s manor.

Moreover, Lord Yan was merely the ninth young lady’s maternal uncle. The Yan family had over a dozen unmarried women throughout, and Lord Yan himself had no fewer than three to five legitimate and concubine-born daughters. She truly didn’t know how much attention he would spare for her elder brother.

This marriage offered very limited benefits to the Song clan and to her elder brother.

“I don’t know what Father was thinking.”

A faint sorrow tinged Song Wan’s brow, but now that the engagement was set, everything else was futile.

Having to enter the palace with Jiang Xingjian for Consort Yun’s birthday made Song Wan even less interested. Seeing both her mistress and Heng Zhi dispirited, Heng Wu dared not speak much, only organizing the clothing to be worn for Consort Yun’s birthday celebration.

That evening after Song Wan went to bed, Heng Wu finally pulled Heng Zhi aside to the embroidered daybed in the outer room to quietly inquire.

“Elder Sister, Young Master is getting married. Are you…”

“What nonsense are you spouting? Never mention such words again.”

Pulling the blanket over Heng Wu, Heng Zhi curled up alone in a corner, secretly wiping away tears.

Women’s hearts were tender. It was only natural to develop feelings for a gentleman as refined as jade like Young Master.

But she had always known that however base a scoundrel might be in this world, none would take their own sister’s maidservant. So Heng Zhi had always understood that all the feelings in her heart were merely empty talk.

Pulling the blanket over her head, after secretly crying for a while, Heng Zhi thought no more of it.

On the day they entered the palace, the weather had grown cool. After arranging her hair and makeup, Song Wan saw Jiang Xingjian waiting for her outside the door.

Come to think of it, the two hadn’t seen each other for some time. Only today did she discover that Jiang Xingjian had grown quite thin—she didn’t know what difficulties had reduced him to such a state.

She had no intention of inquiring, and Jiang Xingjian had no inclination to mention it. The two remained silent throughout the journey, their cold demeanor making them seem like strangers who had never met.

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, seeing only Song Wan’s ramrod-straight back and her hands folded on her knees in a cautious, guarded posture. He suddenly recalled the last time they entered the palace together, when their knees had touched in the carriage.

That day, passion had steamed within the carriage, making his heart surge restlessly.

But now Song Wan avoided him like a venomous creature, no longer showing the gentle consideration of that day.

The same carriage, the same road, yet their states of mind were entirely different.

Only upon entering Changxin Palace did the two simultaneously break into smiles, as if they were a loving couple of many years, inseparable and harmonious as phoenixes in song.

The Song couple arrived rather early. After paying respects to Consort Yun, Jiang Xingjian followed a eunuch from Yanqing Palace to see Consort Jiang. He had originally invited Song Wan to come along, but she declined.

“Today is ultimately Aunt’s birthday. If you’re not here, that’s one thing, but it wouldn’t do for neither of us to be present.”

“You rarely find opportunities to reminisce with Consort Jiang. Why not take this chance to spend more time with Her Ladyship? No need to hurry back—Aunt won’t take offense.”

Jiang Xingjian fell silent for a moment before turning to leave.

Jiang Man was waiting for Jiang Xingjian at Yanqing Palace. Last time when Song Yuning had humiliated her in front of everyone, it had been truly unbearable. Were it not for the bigger picture, she would have liked to find an excuse to discipline that person.

“How is Grandmother?”

Jiang Xingjian shook his head. “I fear she can’t hold on more than a few days. Does Your Ladyship have any methods to delay matters?”

Jiang Man waved her hand somewhat irritably.

Deep in the palace, how could she manage Grandmother’s life or death?

But seeing that Jiang Xingjian had grown quite thin recently, her heart softened. “Try to delay a few more days. If that fails, hide the old lady’s body in the ice cellar. When conducting the funeral rites later, find an excuse not to open the coffin.”

“I also have some arrangements in the palace. Song Yuning and Shen Qianbai…”

Jiang Man lowered her eyes, leaving her words unfinished.

“Don’t worry yourself too much either. If you harm your health, that would be Elder Sister’s fault.”

Jiang Xingjian said, “I should be saying those words to Elder Sister.”

The siblings smiled knowingly. Jiang Man said indifferently, “I know Miss Lin is with child. Ordinarily this child shouldn’t be kept, but since it’s your first child, if you want it, then keep it.”

“Find some remote location to send her away to carry the pregnancy. Once the situation is settled, it won’t be too late to summon her back.”

But Jiang Xingjian replied, “I know what to do. Your younger brother has his own predetermined course in mind.”

Chapter 90: Taking Concubines
After Jiang Xingjian left for Yanqing Palace, only Song Wan remained alone.

Though today was said to be a family banquet, she had arrived early and happened upon other consorts coming to present birthday gifts to Song Yuning. Finding small talk tiresome, she sought out a quiet spot in the garden to peacefully enjoy the scenery.

“Madam of Chengyang Marquis, this servant has brought you tea and refreshments.”

A eunuch she had met a few times before approached carrying a silver-rimmed lacquered tray and arranged the refreshments for her.

“Thank you, Eunuch. You’ve already troubled yourself greatly before, and now I must trouble you again today.”

The young eunuch beamed. “What are you saying, Madam? This is all part of this servant’s duties.”

Seeing Song Wan actually stand up when speaking to him, he felt warmth in his heart. “This servant’s name is Changping. In the future, Madam need only call this humble one by name.”

“Thank you for your trouble, Eunuch Changping.”

The palace had always been a place where people trampled the lowly and fawned over the high. Though Changping held quite a high position within Changxin Palace and none dared order him about on ordinary days, those beneath him paid lip service while defying him behind his back, and some of the masters were honeyed in words but cold at heart—who knew how many he had seen who showed filial respect to his face but cold eyes behind his back.

Having navigated palace life for so long, saying he had discerning eyes would not be an exaggeration. In just a glance or two, Changping knew Song Wan’s respect for him was genuine, and inevitably he showed her extra attentiveness.

In the corner, one admired flowers while the other kept company.

Just as Changping worried Song Wan might be bored, several young eunuchs entered the courtyard carrying wooden boxes.

“Oh? Madam, look—doesn’t that hunched one look like the young eunuch from the Eastern Palace we met last time?”

Song Wan looked up and indeed found him somewhat familiar. Before she could respond, Changping called him over. “You there, come pay your respects to the Madam of Chengyang Marquis.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu bowed and slowly walked over.

“This servant greets the Madam of Chengyang Marquis.”

The young eunuch’s voice was muffled and hoarse, putting Song Wan in an awkward position.

She had no intention of amusing herself at these unfortunate souls’ expense, but she couldn’t refuse Changping’s kindness either, so she could only stand and ask a few polite questions.

Seeing the young eunuch struggle even to answer, Song Wan felt pity in her heart.

Today Heng Zhi and Heng Wu hadn’t accompanied her into the palace, so no one had brought the silver ingots for rewarding servants.

Song Wan’s hand paused slightly before she drew from her sleeve a bank note she had prepared for tipping Changxin Palace’s eunuchs.

“You’ve worked hard. Take this later and buy some tea with the other eunuchs.”

The palm before him was delicate as cream, the fingernails pink and clean—perfect without a single flaw.

Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look at his own fingers, which had been broken by the head eunuch of the Imperial Seal Palace days ago and were now swollen and bruised, momentarily lost in thought.

He instinctively reached out his hand, then suddenly drew it back.

Song Wan didn’t withdraw her hand, holding it out steadily. Shen Qianyu subconsciously wiped both sides of his hand carefully against his hem before pinching a corner of the bank note to receive it.

“Thank you, Madam.”

After bowing, Shen Qianyu followed the other eunuchs out of the courtyard one by one, while Song Wan sat back on the stone stool to continue admiring the scenery.

Before long, two unfamiliar people entered Changxin Palace. The middle-aged woman had sharp eyes and brows, wearing a set of crabapple red cloud-patterned embroidered robes. Her black hair was styled high and towering, her gaze like torches and expression solemn.

Following behind her was a round-faced young girl. Perhaps due to her tender years, the girl’s face showed a faint blush. Though her cheeks wore no powder or rouge, they still resembled rosy clouds against snow—very lovely and pretty.

What Song Wan liked most were those eyes. The young girl’s gaze was pure and clear, her bright eyes revealing girlish charm and innocence at every turn.

The moment that woman entered the courtyard and spotted Song Wan sitting in the corner, she curled her lips in a mocking smile and strode past as if she hadn’t seen her.

The young girl, however, seeing Song Wan stand, stopped quite shyly and bowed to her gracefully.

Neither knew who the other was. Only when the girl entered the inner hall to pay respects to Consort Yun did Song Wan guess she must be the ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s manor, Ming Xiang.

Recalling the young girl’s bright, beautiful eyes, pearly teeth, and lovely appearance just now, she suddenly smiled.

Such a delicate, pretty, and endearing girl—Elder Brother would surely like her too.

Continuing to sit to one side, Song Wan waited for someone from Duke Yingguo’s manor to seek her out.

That woman earlier must be the current Duke Yingguo’s wife. Though she seemed rather arrogant and domineering, she shouldn’t be someone who didn’t understand propriety.

Sure enough, in less than the time to drink half a cup of tea, Ming Xiang approached with her maid’s company, her small face flushed red.

She rarely received guests on ordinary days and wasn’t familiar with Song Wan’s temperament. Added to the fact that the person before her was her future husband’s legitimate sister, Ming Xiang momentarily didn’t know how to conduct herself.

She was several years younger than Song Wan, so by rights should address her as “Elder Sister.” Yet her own future seniority would be slightly higher. But now she hadn’t yet married into the Song Manor, so…

Going back and forth, Ming Xiang grew increasingly nervous, her small face flushing crimson. Seeing her so tense that beads of sweat formed on her nose, Song Wan gently spoke. “Are you the ninth young lady of Duke Yingguo’s manor?”

Ming Xiang’s eyes suddenly widened, looking at Song Wan with sparkling brightness, as if asking how she knew.

Song Wan smiled faintly. Though her face showed nothing, inwardly she felt some concern.

Young Lady Ming hadn’t yet uttered a single word.

Song Wan took out a small, delicate bat-shaped pendant and offered it to her. The pendant was exquisitely and intricately crafted with seven or eight vivid, eye-catching colors, and the bat’s eyes were even inlaid with colored gems.

“I didn’t know what you’d like, so I made this following a pattern from a book.”

Looking at the pendant, Ming Xiang’s large eyes instantly curved into crescent moons, the joy and shyness in them impossible to contain. Blinking, she carefully accepted it.

The young girl’s voice was tender. “Th-th-thank… you… Chengyang…”

“Miss, have some tea.”

The maid beside Ming Xiang lifted a cup of tea from the table and held it before her.

Song Wan only saw that after being interrupted, the innocent and joyful expression in the young girl’s eyes gradually faded. She lowered her eyes, removed the pendant collar from her person and handed it to the maid behind her, then hung up the small bat pendant Song Wan had given her.

Having completed all this, she pressed her lips together and smiled shyly at Song Wan.

Song Wan suddenly felt her heart soften. She drew the young girl to her side and carefully sheltered her.

Until Consort Yun’s birthday celebration ended and everyone departed, Ming Xiang stayed by Song Wan’s side the entire time. Unfortunately, the young girl never again opened her mouth to speak, stirring both heartache and worry in Song Wan.

Heartache that she had been forcibly suppressed from her natural impulses, and worry that she would be unable to support Song Fu in managing the Song Manor in the future.

Until Consort Yun’s birthday banquet dispersed, Song Wan never heard the young girl make another sound.

When Jiang Xingjian came to fetch Song Wan, the feast had already ended and guests dispersed.

The two left Changxin Palace under Changping’s guidance. Duke Yingguo’s wife watched their retreating figures and snorted coldly.

Only when Ming Xiang sat in the carriage did she show some softness. “Aunt-in-law saw you seemed to get along quite well with that Madam of Chengyang Marquis?”

Ming Xiang smiled radiantly and nodded.

“That’s good then.”

After returning to Duke Yingguo’s manor and sending Ming Xiang back to her room, Duke Yingguo’s wife finally let out a scornful laugh. “Master has lost his mind to arrange such a match for Xiang’er. I don’t know what Mother-in-law saw in that Song Fu to eagerly seek out Song Lan’an.”

“Previously she tested the waters and was rejected. Now because Huaxin is marrying the daughter of the Golden Guards General, Song Lan’an immediately agreed to the marriage between the two families. How could such profit-driven people treat Xiang’er well?”

Just as she finished speaking, a refined-looking young lady beside her said, “Grandmother’s judgment shouldn’t be wrong. Little Xiang’er is Grandmother’s precious treasure. Though the Song family is somewhat opportunistic, this Song Fu must be a good person.”

“Besides, Lord Song values connections with the Yan family and our manor’s military authority through marriage. Hasn’t Father also been betting on the Third Prince? It’s merely mutual benefit—hard to say who suffers more.”

Duke Yingguo’s wife’s expression softened somewhat. “Tomorrow I’ll find someone to teach Xiang’er household management. Perhaps…”

Ming Shiyi shook her head. “Grandmother has protected Xiang’er her whole life—what could she have learned by now? Rather than waste that time, better to find one or two capable loyal servants to accompany her as part of her dowry. Having them help Xiang’er manage the household in the future and not letting concubines suppress her would be the real priority.”

“We can’t let the Song family’s second wife control the household authority.”

Ming Shiyi thought for a moment and added, “Madam Song’s maternal family has a cousin with two unmarried daughters. Thinking about it now, those two were likely prepared for Song Fu.”

“Rather than Mother making last-minute efforts to elevate Xiang’er’s position, better to first think of ways to discourage the Song Manor from taking concubines.”

Chapter 91: Coercion
The cool autumn breeze occasionally lifted the carriage curtain, making Song Wan feel somewhat cold. Seeing her body stiffening and brows slightly furrowing, Jiang Xingjian opened the hidden compartment in the carriage and retrieved a soft blanket from within.

“Thank you, husband.”

Casually draping it over her shoulders, Song Wan returned to her indifferent demeanor.

Jiang Xingjian clenched his hands tightly and turned his face away.

She was always like this—never angry, never upset.

She could decline her grandmother’s deathbed instructions, yet could calmly call him “husband.” Much of the time, Jiang Xingjian simply couldn’t see through what was in her heart.

Song Wan was different from Lin Jiayue. When Lin Jiayue was angry, she would call out his name directly, she would cry and make a fuss. If the two of them were tender and affectionate, she would act coquettish and playful. But Song Wan never behaved this way.

Jiang Xingjian even felt that if one day he suddenly died before Song Wan’s eyes, she would only look at him with those same cool, detached eyes—neither sad nor happy.

Feeling irritable, he raised his hand to lift the carriage curtain for some fresh air, but then quickly remembered something and carefully pressed the curtain back down.

The two returned to the marquis’s residence. Song Wan said “husband, rest early” and turned to leave.

After the exhausting day at the palace, she felt utterly weary. Returning to Lanting Courtyard, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu helped her remove her makeup and wash up. Song Wan half-closed her eyes, drowsy beyond measure, until Heng Zhi brought a cloth to cleanse her face, finally regaining some alertness.

“Miss, there was a problem at Xiuyan Pavilion today.”

“What happened?”

Heng Zhi said, “During the day, Concubine Lin suddenly ran out in a crazed and delirious state, repeatedly claiming she heard drum sounds. Seeing her condition, she’s truly quite ill.”

“Indeed.” Heng Wu frowned and said, “Miss, you didn’t see Concubine Lin’s appearance. I heard that she’s like this every night, disturbing Nanny Li and Old Woman Liu so much they can’t sleep all night. The two had just dozed off during the day when this incident occurred.”

“This servant heard from the young maids in the courtyard that everyone in Xiuyan Pavilion has been driven to mental distraction by Concubine Lin. During the day, Nanny Li also claimed to hear strange sounds while sleeping.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan’s brow furrowed slightly. “Nanny Li also heard it?”

Heng Zhi half-knelt down, leaning close to Song Wan’s ear. “Miss, do you think it could be Concubine Huai Su?”

“No.”

Song Wan said, “Huai Su has served the marquis since childhood and is utterly loyal. Though I don’t know if she harbors jealousy, without Jiang Xingjian’s orders, she would absolutely never do anything to harm the marquis’s heir.”

“Then could it be the marquis…”

Song Wan slowly shook her head. “If Jiang Xingjian didn’t want this child, he could simply send a bowl of miscarriage medicine. Why make things so complicated?”

“I suspect Concubine Lin is suffering from hysteria.”

The three mistress and servants were conversing when they heard another commotion from Xiuyan Pavilion. Seeing Heng Wu’s excited expression, Song Wan quickly told her to stay properly in the courtyard and not go seeking excitement.

Lanting Courtyard was utterly quiet, with everyone from master to servants sleeping peacefully, while Xiuyan Pavilion was in complete chaos.

Lin Jiayue supported her abdomen, covered her ears, and cried in panic. Her emotions were already unstable during pregnancy, and now, having been repeatedly frightened, her physical condition was deteriorating further.

When Jiang Xingjian entered, he saw her eyes vacant and spiritless. Due to excessive thinness, her entire body only showed a protruding small belly, which looked rather horrifying.

His brow furrowed slightly as he stepped forward to carry her back to the bed.

“Not feeling well?”

“Xingjian, I’m scared.”

Jiang Xingjian said, “It’s merely inner demons at play. Focus on nurturing the pregnancy.”

Gently touching Lin Jiayue’s abdomen, he spoke in a low voice, “You sleep and eat poorly every day—won’t this affect the child in your womb?”

“I don’t know, I don’t know.”

“Stop asking me. You ask me every day—how would I know?”

Lin Jiayue clutched her belly, extremely anxious. “I am eating properly and resting properly. He won’t have any problems.”

Crying while gently stroking her stomach, after thinking for a moment, she struggled to climb out of bed. “I’ll go eat something.”

She called Qian Bi to have the small kitchen prepare some nourishing food. After testing everything with silver needles, Lin Jiayue began eating.

She had no appetite and could only drink a few sips of soup before being unable to continue.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian said worriedly, “How can eating only this little be enough? If you don’t eat more, how can the child in your womb be healthy? If when the day comes to give birth there are any problems…”

“Stop talking!”

Lin Jiayue suddenly overturned the dishes on the table. The warm nourishing soup scalded her arm slightly red.

As if shocked back to her senses by the burn, she cried, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to. I’m just so irritated… Jiang Xingjian, you keep saying there’s something wrong with the child. I’m so annoyed hearing it.”

Jiang Xingjian stood to the side, eyes downcast. “I’m only worried about you, and worried about our child.”

“I know, I know, I know.”

Lin Jiayue pulled at her hair. The dull, darkened strands wrapped around her fingers and several fell out. She irritably shook them off, then sat back down at the table and grabbed pastries to stuff in her mouth.

Jiang Xingjian only watched quietly without saying a word.

When she couldn’t hold it down anymore and vomited, he finally stepped forward to gently pat her back. “Eat slowly. Don’t torment yourself like this. If your body collapses, the child won’t be well either.”

Lin Jiayue’s entire body trembled. The explosive irritability and distress, along with the impulse to go mad, made her vision go black.

But looking up at the bronze mirror—seeing herself looking neither human nor ghost, then looking at Jiang Xingjian beside her, still gentle as jade and gracefully refined—she swallowed down all her irritation.

Yet the more she suppressed it, the closer she came to true madness. Lin Jiayue pushed Jiang Xingjian away, rinsed her mouth herself, and lay back on the bed.

Jiang Xingjian sat to the side in silence, waiting for her to fall asleep. After a long while with her back to him, Lin Jiayue said softly, “Go rest. You don’t need to watch over me.”

“I’ll keep you company. The night air is cold. Once you’re asleep, I’ll leave.”

Gently stroking her hair, Lin Jiayue slowly closed her eyes amid her agitation.

Deep in the night, Lin Jiayue slept half-awake when she suddenly heard faint drum sounds outside the window. Frightened and panicked, yet driven by violent emotions, she was compelled to rush out of the room.

There was nothing in the darkness, only the cold moonlight. Lin Jiayue couldn’t help crying again. “Jiang Jing? It was my fault toward you. Please let me go, all right?”

Seeing her making a scene again, Nanny Li and Old Woman Liu came forward to carry her back inside.

After muddling through the night like this, Lin Jiayue felt she had endured an extremely long dream. When she groggily woke, Jiang Xingjian was by the bedside looking at her with tender affection. “I heard you went out again last night? Did you catch a chill?”

Lin Jiayue shook her head with reddened eyes. Jiang Xingjian helped her sit up. “I had the small kitchen make you meat soup. The physician said eating more will ensure the child in your womb is born smoothly.”

“Jiang Xingjian…”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened. “Is my current state very poor? Do you think our child will have problems when born?”

He asked about the child all day long, how the child was, how the child was. Lin Jiayue felt enormous pressure.

She understood more than anyone in this era. The child in her womb probably wouldn’t be very healthy, whether physically or psychologically.

“Tell me, will he have any problems?”

Without prenatal examinations now, and not trusting traditional Chinese medicine—those doctors who just took pulses and claimed they could cure illnesses—she felt so uncertain in her heart.

Touching her abdomen, Lin Jiayue cried and asked, “Say something.”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyelids lowered slightly, concealing the expression in his eyes. “Everyone says mother and child are connected by heart. As his mother, you naturally should know whether the child is well.”

“What, do you feel that you cannot protect him and let him be born healthy?”

Chapter 92: Miscarriage
Lin Jiayue felt irritated and distressed.

Previously, when Jiang Xingjian kept asking whether this child would be born smoothly, whether he would be healthy, she only felt unbearably annoyed. But today, she began carefully contemplating this question.

Touching her strangely protruding belly, Lin Jiayue closed her eyes.

Jiang Xingjian’s thin lips pressed together slightly, his expression indifferent.

“I’m going to the Shenshu Battalion. Take good care of our child.”

Lin Jiayue trembled slightly, not daring to speak.

She lay in bed the entire day. Qian Bi and Qing Hong sat on small stools by the door speaking in low voices. “The concubine made a scene again last night?”

Qian Bi nodded. “Quite a fierce one. The concubine keeps saying she can hear drum sounds, but I’ve never heard them.”

Qing Hong bit her lip. “I don’t know if it’s because the concubine mentions it so much, but I also feel it’s eerie at night, and those drum sounds appear from time to time.”

“Do you think it could be… that the First Madam doesn’t want the concubine to…”

“What nonsense!”

Covering Qing Hong’s mouth with her hand, Qian Bi frowned. “If anyone hears you slandering the First Madam, just watch how Nanny Li won’t tear your mouth apart and take your little life.”

The two were grappling when they saw Lin Jiayue standing behind them like a ghost.

“Concubine Lin.”

“I want to go to Lanting Courtyard.”

Lin Jiayue drifted outward but was firmly held back by Qian Bi, Qing Hong, and two old women.

“I need to find Song Wan. I have questions for her.”

Pushing aside Nanny Li, Lin Jiayue walked out on her own.

In Lanting Courtyard, Song Wan was preparing incense pills with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. Heng Zhi took the cleaned agarwood and slowly ground it into granules with a silver mortar. Heng Wu poured in angelica root and incense powder. Before Song Wan was honey, and she was carefully rolling the incense pills.

The three mistress and servants were leisurely discussing the incense pill recipe. Just as they reached an interesting point, they saw Lin Jiayue approaching with a group of maids and old women following behind her.

Upon seeing Lin Jiayue, Song Wan was quite shocked for a moment.

This person had truly been tormented beyond recognition, with not an ounce of flesh on her entire body, only a protruding belly sticking out.

Seeing this, Song Wan frowned slightly and casually used the incense shovel to extinguish the lit incense pill.

Lin Jiayue sat down casually, then began staring vacantly into space.

The three mistress and servants of Lanting Courtyard were completely baffled, no one understanding what she meant.

Although Lin Jiayue would go mad every few days and they had grown quite accustomed to it, after Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou passed away, this person had quieted down. Today, not knowing what new ailment had struck her, the dying embers had rekindled and she had rallied her forces again.

Song Wan looked at Lin Jiayue, completely puzzled.

“Do you think I’m insane?”

In that instant, Song Wan felt a sense of guilt at being seen through. She put down the incense pill in her hand. “What business do you have?”

Lin Jiayue lowered her head again without speaking.

After a long while, she finally murmured, “You were right. I shouldn’t have sold off the servants. I shouldn’t have interfered in Jiang Jing’s marriage. I wronged them.”

Having said this, she left again in a lost and dejected state.

Song Wan and her servants exchanged glances, none knowing what scene she was playing out now.

Lin Jiayue returned to her room. The several people guarding her relaxed. Old Woman Liu and Nanny Li went to catch up on sleep in the side room. Qing Hong had run off somewhere to slack off. Only Qian Bi remained in the room to keep her company.

“Concubine Lin, it’s time to eat.”

Lin Jiayue said dully, “Qian Bi, tell me—can the fetus in my womb be born healthy?”

Qian Bi lowered her head. “Why does the concubine ask such a thing?”

Lin Jiayue muttered to herself, “Probably not.”

“My health is poor, there are no doctors here, and I have no experience. What if he’s born incomplete, or missing fingers or limbs? Jiang Xingjian is very worried, and I think his concerns are not without reason.”

“Moreover, even if he’s physically sound, he’ll only be born a concubine-born son!”

“Do you know what a concubine-born son is?”

Tears kept streaming down. Lin Jiayue cried, “A concubine-born son is like Jiang Yan. He must call Madam ‘mother.’ His birth mother must call him ‘Second Master’ when she sees him. When Concubine Zheng sees Jiang Ang outside the courtyard, she must bow to him.”

“She calls him Fourth Master. Jiang Ang calls her Concubine Zheng.”

“A concubine can’t decide a concubine-born son’s marriage. When a concubine-born son marries, he must serve tea to the principal wife. When a concubine-born son has grandchildren, the concubine must call them young masters.”

“But bearing a concubine-born son is still acceptable. If one bears a concubine-born daughter, it’s completely finished.”

“A concubine-born daughter is like me—unable to leave this courtyard for her entire life. A concubine-born daughter can’t even read Romance of the Western Chamber.”

Lin Jiayue cried and cried, then suddenly laughed. “Isn’t that sick?”

“Qian Bi… tell me, what’s the point of giving birth to him? To be born to suffer and endure hardship?”

“Qian Bi, help me find the physician.”

Lin Jiayue summoned the physician and had him prepare miscarriage medicine for her. Her mind was in turmoil and she didn’t notice that the physician’s expression was calm, as if he had long known this day would come.

Before long, Qian Bi brought over a bowl of blood-red medicinal soup.

Lin Jiayue didn’t even look at it and tilted her head back to drink it down.

In less than half an hour, she felt unbearable abdominal pain and began rolling around on the bed. The physician came forward to examine her, cut a slice of fifty-year-old ginseng and stuffed it in her mouth, then turned and left.

Qian Bi heard the miserable screaming from the room and panicked terribly.

After thinking for a moment, she ran to her own room, restrung the scattered pearls in her box, and disposed of a large package of calming medicinal herbs.

Xiuyan Pavilion wasn’t large. The woman’s painful wailing spread to every corner. In the adjacent room, Huai Su listened, pulled out an old rattle drum from under the bed, placed it in a copper basin, and set it alight.

Chengyang Marquis’s residence absolutely could not have a concubine-born eldest son first. If that happened, the marquis’s reputation would be completely ruined.

Thinking of how she had just received favor yesterday, Huai Su pulled out a packet of contraceptive medicine from the cabinet and began brewing it herself.

When Jiang Xingjian returned to Chengyang Marquis’s residence, Xiuyan Pavilion had already quieted down. He went to Lin Jiayue’s room and looked indifferently at the person sleeping soundly on the bed.

Such an outcome could indeed be called satisfactory to all parties.

Song Wan was quite shocked to hear that Lin Jiayue had miscarried. Only when she learned that she herself had requested the miscarriage medicine from the physician did understanding dawn on her.

“So that’s how it is.”

Song Wan murmured in a low voice, her face turning pale.

Jiang Xingjian having people guard Xiuyan Pavilion wasn’t to protect Lin Jiayue—it was simply to prevent word from spreading that the marquis’s residence had a concubine-born eldest son.

Before this child was born, the Song family would absolutely not rashly make a fuss about it. And this child had never had a chance to be born from the very beginning, so he wasn’t afraid at all of the Song residence knowing about it.

Song Wan’s thin lips pressed together slightly, too horrified to speak.

After quite a while, she finally murmured softly, “Those who know neither when to advance nor retreat will meet with disaster…”

“So he doesn’t not resent Lin Jiayue for ruining the marquis’s residence to this state.”

“He only…”

He only knew that those who scheme for great things leave no trace. He only knew where it hurt most to strike a woman. He only knew how to preserve his own reputation and emerge unscathed when everyone in the capital was waiting to catch the marquis’s residence in a mistake.

Song Wan slumped down on the embroidered couch. Only today did she finally realize that the heroic husband she had imagined in her childhood was actually a thorough and complete true villain.

Chapter 93: Self-Rescue
Although she had long lost any affection for Jiang Xingjian, just thinking that she had once admired such a person made Song Wan feel she had insulted her sincere young heart.

Heng Zhi also understood the intricacies of the matter and couldn’t help feeling chilled on behalf of her young miss.

“Miss, was all of this arranged by the marquis?”

Song Wan shook her head. “He doesn’t even need to arrange anything.”

“Lin Jiayue’s thoughts are shallow. She’s ostentatious and never conceals her own desires. Her joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness are all displayed on her face. Manipulating her couldn’t be easier.”

“Once you know what she’s thinking and peer into her heart, you need only follow her thoughts and desires to give her what she wants, and you can easily win her over. The reverse is equally true.”

“Jiang Xingjian knew she loved herself and would certainly treasure the child in her womb greatly. That’s why he personally forced her to miscarry the child. If he hadn’t harbored hatred, there would be no need to waste such effort.”

Somewhat irritably smoothing her hair, Song Wan continued, “He wants both reputation and wealth, so on one hand he oppresses her, yet doesn’t want her to completely hate him.”

Song Wan unconsciously placed her hand over her heart.

“Miss, are you unwell?”

“No, I’m going to write a letter to my brother.”

Suppressing the chill and stuffiness in her heart, Song Wan wrote down the matter of Lin Jiayue miscarrying her own child. After thinking for a moment, she added a few strokes, informing Song Fu that Duke Yingguo’s ninth young miss was an extremely lovely, beautiful, and refined person.

In the last sentence, Song Wan mentioned Ming Xiang’s speech impediment and noted that she was probably afraid of communicating with people. She asked Song Fu to find a few young, well-behaved, and kind-looking maids in advance who could accompany Ming Xiang when the time came so she wouldn’t be worried and afraid when she first married into the Song residence.

Although Song Wan was concerned about other matters, since she was a married daughter and couldn’t meddle in her natal family’s affairs, she didn’t mention anything else.

After sending the letter to Song Fu, she received a reply seven or eight days later.

Looking at the instructions in the letter, Song Wan’s eyes reddened slightly.

In the letter, Song Fu explained that he had already urged their father to bring her back to the residence, but there were still obstacles at present that temporarily prevented him from proceeding. However, he still told Song Wan to pay attention to her own safety and protect herself well in the marquis’s residence.

Secondly, he mentioned that the residence had already sent the betrothal documents to Duke Yingguo’s residence. Regarding Ming Xiang, Song Fu only mentioned her briefly.

For aristocratic families, from the initial meeting to the wedding took at minimum one or two years, at most three, five, seven, or eight years. She had almost never seen anyone as quick as her brother. If a marriage was decided hastily, it usually gave people the impression that the woman wasn’t reserved enough and was desperate to marry, especially for a family of Duke Yingguo’s status.

With just a few brief strokes in Song Fu’s letter, she could see his eagerness for the marriage. With just a little thought, she knew that eighty percent of the reason for rushing this marriage was related to her.

Song Wan’s eyes reddened, feeling bitter inside.

Daughters from ordinary families could bring assistance to their fathers, brothers, and clan. Yet here she was, doing the opposite—everywhere causing trouble for her brother and aunt, making them worry and compromise for her sake.

Since childhood, she had disliked falling behind others. Now she had become a burden to her closest relatives, which made Song Wan inexplicably sorrowful.

“Miss, what did the young master say in his letter?”

Seeing Song Wan’s pale complexion, Heng Wu hurriedly stepped forward to inquire. Song Wan folded the letter and said softly, “Brother said he wants to bring me back to the residence.”

Heng Wu blinked, her round eyes widening like saucers. “Isn’t this good news?”

“Perhaps it’s good news for me, but this was obtained through my brother compromising with Father.”

“Forget it. Talking more is useless—better to do something practical.”

She had Heng Wu bring out a ledger. Song Wan examined it carefully. Written on it were records she had people make of those who had purchased rouge from Huanyan Studio. Aristocratic family women made up more than half. Though not entirely detailed, it was enough for her to make something of it.

“Madam Tan’s serving woman went to Huanyan Studio four times in one month. There’s probably some problem. I wonder if she’s been poisoned by lead.”

“Using face powder for a long time causes blue-black spots to appear on the skin. The only solution is to increase the dosage to cover it up, and other powders can’t conceal these blue marks. If this is truly the case, Huanyan Studio should already have problems. The shopkeeper probably doesn’t dare speak up, and the Tan family doesn’t want to publicize it.”

Song Wan held the account book, speaking softly. “Last time when Aunt mentioned Huanyan Studio in the palace, eighty percent of people took it to heart.”

There were no kind souls in the palace. Who knows—perhaps someone had already made their move but was just holding back, waiting for the right moment.

“Tomorrow, have someone spread word that Consort Jiang is worldly-wise and generous with money. She hasn’t used a single one of those precious powders the marquis’s residence sent to the palace—she’s rewarded them all to servants.”

“Additionally, find a few women to go into the streets and proclaim that they have relatives working as servants in wealthy families who developed problems from using powders bestowed by their masters.”

Song Wan tossed the account book in her hand into a copper basin to soak. “First, let’s see if anyone makes a move. If someone does, I’ll lend them an eastern wind. If no one does, I’ll have someone approach the Tan family.”

Heng Zhi nodded, but Heng Wu said, “Miss, these are troubled times. Why not properly wait for the young master to bring you back to the residence? Why take such risks to provoke those two heartless wretches?”

Ever since learning that Jiang Xingjian was black-hearted enough to even scheme against Lin Jiayue, she refused to even call him “marquis” anymore.

Usually those two were so affectionate—one constantly saying “a perfectly matched couple,” the other always “Jiayue, Jiayue.” Who would have thought that in such a short time he would strike so viciously?

Clearly when they first returned to the residence, he treasured her so much he would rather step on her miss to give face to his sweetheart. How did things suddenly turn so hostile now, as if they wanted each other dead?

The more Heng Wu thought about it, the more frightened she became. She couldn’t help gripping Song Wan’s hand tightly. “Miss, I’m afraid he’ll harm you. This person is so vicious even toward his beloved—who knows what he’ll do to you?”

“Why don’t we just continue as we are now and wait for the young master to come? After all, the young master also said it would only be about a year or so.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s brows curved and she smiled gently. “Silly Heng Wu, even if my brother wants to rescue me from this fiery pit, I must first extend my own hand. Otherwise, I fear not only will I fail to save myself, but I’ll also implicate others.”

Seeing Heng Wu obediently nod after hearing her words, Song Wan smiled faintly.

If her brother truly had confidence, he would only directly say when and where he would bring her back to the residence. He would never mention anything about “still having obstacles.” By informing her this way, her brother probably felt uncertain. He both wanted to reassure her and feared giving her false hope.

One must know that power and influence are difficult to obtain and even harder to maintain. As long as the situation remained unclear for even one day, as long as who would sit in that highest chair in the Nine Chambered Court Hall remained undecided for even one day, her father would not easily offend Jiang Man and the marquis’s residence.

The world was unpredictable. In the court, people came and went. Who could know whether someone wearing purple python robes today wouldn’t become a prisoner tomorrow?

No matter how badly the marquis’s residence had fallen, it didn’t mean they couldn’t rise again.

Song Wan lowered her head, her mouth tasting bitter.

She didn’t resent her father for abandoning her. She only worried that because of her, her brother would become estranged from their father. If that happened, she would be unfilial and disloyal to her siblings.

“If I can escape this cage by my own strength, I’ll try as much as possible not to burden my family. Otherwise, my heart won’t be at ease.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu’s hearts also ached. The mistress and two servants all sighed together.

Chapter 94: Awakening
After spreading rumors about Huanyan Studio throughout the capital, there had been no movement for several days. Song Wan was preparing to personally approach the Tan family when she suddenly received an imperial decree from the Empress summoning Lin Jiayue to the palace. Only then did she realize that her aunt’s few casual words that day had actually been taken to heart by the Empress.

“Have someone go to the embroidery room to fetch a new set of clothes. You two, come with me to Xiuyan Pavilion.”

“Miss, with Concubine Lin’s temperament, if she enters the palace, might she cause some great disaster that implicates you? What about the marquis? Will the marquis go to the palace? If Concubine Lin…”

Heng Wu’s mouth kept muttering non-stop. She wasn’t afraid of entering the palace, nor was she afraid of seeing the Empress, but she was truly afraid of being together with Concubine Lin. If she went mad in front of the Empress, who knew what calamities she might provoke.

“Miss, this servant is afraid she’ll have another fit of madness.”

Hearing this, Song Wan sighed silently. “The Empress’s decree cannot be disobeyed. I am the principal wife of the marquis’s household. How could I let a concubine enter the palace alone?”

Heng Zhi was quick and efficient. Upon hearing this, she immediately ordered a second-class little maid in the room to go to the embroidery room.

When they brought the clothes to Xiuyan Pavilion, Song Wan only saw Lin Jiayue sitting in the covered corridor, lost in thought about something.

She had just lost the child in her womb and her body hadn’t recovered yet. Now it was autumn—though not particularly cold, those with weak constitutions couldn’t withstand it. Not to mention, entering the palace this time, who knew what torment she would suffer. Song Wan couldn’t bear it and looked at Qian Bi. “Why haven’t you draped a garment over Concubine Lin?”

Hearing her voice, Lin Jiayue slowly raised her head. “You’ve come looking for me. What is it?”

“The Empress has decreed you enter the palace. I’ll go with you.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu helped Lin Jiayue into the room. The two helped her change into new clothes.

“Go bring some food, and prepare some hot soup as well.”

“I can’t eat.”

Song Wan spoke indifferently. “You should still eat something. Who knows if you’ll be able to eat again in the future.”

Only then did Lin Jiayue come to her senses. “What does the Empress want with me?”

Song Wan frowned. “Lead powder is poisonous. Did you know?”

“What is lead powder?”

“…”

Song Wan’s eyes widened slightly, as if she had never imagined she would ask such a question.

“The face powder at Huanyan Studio uses lead powder from the Yanshan workshop. You didn’t know?”

“What is lead powder?”

Song Wan was stunned by the question.

She prided herself on being intelligent, but she didn’t know why—every time she faced Lin Jiayue, she had a feeling of disorientation and dizziness, not knowing north from south. After pondering for a long while, Song Wan said, “You don’t know what something is, yet you use it in your shop to sell to others?”

Lin Jiayue’s gaze was hollow. “It’s just a branded product. High profit margin, high returns. I don’t need to know what’s inside.”

Really not understanding what this person was babbling about, Song Wan could only tell her that face powder was poisonous and that now someone in the palace had probably discovered it.

At this, Lin Jiayue finally showed some panic.

She had no reverence for imperial authority, but that was before—before Jiang Jing, Concubine Zhou, and the child in her womb had died.

The current her knew pain and also knew fear.

Song Wan saw the person before her begin staring blankly into space again. It wasn’t until Heng Zhi and Heng Wu had dressed her properly and fixed her hair that Lin Jiayue spoke faintly. “A few days ago I couldn’t sleep and had Qian Bi request some calming medicine. The physician didn’t give it to me.”

It was an incomplete sentence, yet it made Song Wan grip her handkerchief tightly.

After pondering for a long while, she finally said, “The physician must examine the pulse and write the symptoms and prescription on red paper, then send it to the pharmacy where the attending physician records the medical case. Only then can medicine be obtained.”

“I see…”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened as she murmured softly.

Seeing that Heng Zhi and Heng Wu had finished preparing everything for her, she lifted her excessively loose skirt and followed behind Song Wan.

When only the two of them were in the carriage, Lin Jiayue suddenly spoke. “Did someone die from lead powder poisoning?”

“Lead powder harms the skin. Only prolonged use will harm one’s life.”

Her Huanyan Studio hadn’t been in operation long—not yet to the degree where it could take lives. Seeing guilt in her eyes, Song Wan said no more.

With ordinary people, she could understand three or four parts of their thoughts upon meeting them, but with Lin Jiayue, she could never see through her no matter what.

The carriage fell silent. When they were almost at the palace, Lin Jiayue spoke again. “Will I certainly die on this trip?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there any way for me to survive?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, quickly calculating in her heart.

If there truly was trouble, Consort Jiang would certainly push everything onto Lin Jiayue today. Such an outcome was not what she wished for.

“When superiors are suspicious, subordinates…”

“I don’t understand. Speak plainly.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together and paused for a moment before saying, “Those in power are deeply suspicious. The more you try to evade, the more suspicious you appear. Conversely, if you disregard everything and take all the blame upon yourself, you might be able to escape.”

“You’re not lying to me?”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue laughed again. “You won’t deceive me. You’re not even bothered to deceive me. You must think I’m very stupid to have fallen to this state today.”

Her eyes reddened, tears on the verge of falling but not quite. Yet in her eyes, Song Wan saw a trace of clarity.

If the former Lin Jiayue was like a pearl covered in dust… her heart obscured by lard, the current her seemed somewhat more intelligent.

Turning her head to slightly lift a corner of the carriage curtain, Song Wan looked outside. “When things succeed, people desperately claim credit. When things fail, people frantically shift blame. This is human nature. Every master in the palace has an exquisitely perceptive heart. The more you act contrary to expectations, the less they’ll satisfy your wishes and let you have your way.”

Whether that lead powder truly reached the hands of the palace ladies was still unknown. And what did Lin Jiayue amount to anyway? Neither the Empress nor those consorts would pay her any mind. Everyone’s target was Jiang Man. Summoning her today was merely going through the motions.

However, the consequences of going through these motions were hard to predict.

If she used the right strategy, she might perhaps preserve her life.

Song Wan released her grip and lowered the curtain.

The two had just entered the palace when they were led to the Empress’s bedchamber. Upon entering the hall, Song Wan immediately noticed more than ten consorts seated inside. Not only were Consort Jiang and her aunt present, even the long-absent Noble Consort Rong had appeared.

She frowned and led Lin Jiayue inside.

After paying respects to everyone, Song Wan stood to one side while Lin Jiayue stood alone and forlorn before the crowd.

“You are Lady Lin? You made the fragrant powder in that Huanyan Studio?”

“Do you know how many people this thing has harmed? Brazenly sending such poisonous items into the palace—what are your intentions? Do you know what crime it is to poison the ladies of the palace?”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened. She looked at Jiang Man with a sorrowful, resentful glance. Jiang Man was infuriated by her gaze and angrily gripped the fragrant table, nearly breaking her nails.

“In response to Your Majesty, it was this concubine who did it. It was all this concubine’s doing.”

With a thud, Lin Jiayue knelt down. “It’s all this concubine’s fault.”

“This concubine was infatuated with the marquis. Everything is this concubine’s fault. This concubine only admired the marquis and thought to help the marquis’s residence earn some silver…”

Before the palace lady official could ask anything more, Lin Jiayue had already taken all the blame upon herself without mentioning Jiang Man once.

Not only that, she spoke of nothing but her tender feelings for Jiang Xingjian with every word. She recounted how the two had fallen in love at first sight, the vows of eternal love they had made—presenting herself as utterly devoted, unchanging for this lifetime.

She had already been gravely ill during this period. Now acting so shamelessly and freely discussing her romantic affairs with Jiang Xingjian, her frenzied appearance caused all the ladies to frown and narrow their eyes.

On the contrary, Song Wan was quite surprised by her words and actions, as if she hadn’t expected Lin Jiayue to be as foolish as she had thought.

Chapter 95: Joint Trial
Lin Jiayue’s crazed and delirious appearance truly didn’t seem feigned. The Empress watched coldly and had someone summon Jiang Xingjian.

Jiang Man was seething with anger, nearly gnashing her white teeth to pieces.

Earlier she had thought Lin Jiayue truly possessed some extraordinary talent—not only able to produce ice out of thin air in summer, but also possessing firearms. She had assumed she was some expert from a reclusive clan, never imagining she was a fool stupid to the core.

From a marquis household’s legitimate daughter all the way up to a palace consort, Jiang Man had encountered countless people. Yet even so, she had never seen someone of such lowly birth dare to speak recklessly and make frivolous promises before an imperial consort.

Brazenly using the claim of possessing firearms to deceive the marquis household’s heir into becoming a concubine in the marquis’s residence, using poisonous lead powder, swearing oaths and guaranteeing she could earn any amount of silver…

How dare she?

How dare she!

Jiang Man placed her hands on her knees and gripped them tightly.

Before long, Jiang Xingjian was brought in. As soon as Lin Jiayue saw him, she immediately cried out “Brother Xingjian.” Hearing this, Consort Yun pulled her handkerchief to cover the mocking smile at her lips.

Jiang Xingjian’s brow furrowed slightly, but he quickly returned to normal.

“Brother Xingjian, I’m sorry. Yue’er has caused trouble for you.”

Her appearance was haggard with illness, and now crying until her eyes were bloodshot, she looked extremely pitiful.

“Brother Xingjian, you feared I would be sad and distressed, willing to neglect your legitimate wife to treat me with such genuine devotion, yet I kept causing you trouble. Yue’er has failed you. Yue’er deserves to die.”

“Your Majesty the Empress, it’s all this concubine’s fault. Everything was done by this concubine. You must not blame Brother Xingjian.”

“He is innocent. His only mistake was loving me too much.”

Song Wan stood to one side, her face slightly flushing upon hearing these words.

She truly felt embarrassed for Lin Jiayue, and ashamed for herself as well.

A perfectly good young lady, speaking such words in public—it was truly improper. Yet after a moment of discomfort, she glanced at her again with profound eyes.

Lin Jiayue was clever. At a time like this, only by firmly binding herself together with Jiang Xingjian could she avoid being cast aside as a sacrificial piece.

This display of deep affection made Jiang Xingjian’s scalp tingle.

Seeing Lin Jiayue cry until her eyes were blood-red, Jiang Xingjian suppressed his anger and protected her.

Her performance today made it seem as if the two were loyal and devoted, pledged to each other alone. How could he retreat at this critical moment and push her out to appease the Empress’s anger?

What would the world think of him then?

The veins at Jiang Xingjian’s temples throbbed. He concealed Lin Jiayue behind himself, making every protective gesture.

“I wonder why Your Majesty the Empress has summoned this humble subject?”

The Empress waved her hand, and the palace lady official recounted the matter of Huanyan Studio selling lead powder.

Jiang Xingjian spoke with a grave expression. “Your Majesty, please investigate clearly. Jiayue is an inner chamber woman who cannot even leave the inner quarters. How would she know that lead powder was poisonous? Though she helps manage one or two shops for the household, everything in the shops passes through the shopkeeper’s hands and truly has nothing to do with Jiayue.”

“It is this subject’s wife who failed in supervision, allowing someone to exploit the situation.”

Jiang Man spoke quietly. She didn’t care what happened to Lin Jiayue, but Jiang Xingjian could not have problems. She and the marquis’s residence could not bear the crime of poisoning palace consorts.

“With one sentence about ‘failure in supervision,’ does Consort Jiang wish to evade the charge of harming palace consorts?”

“Noble Consort Rong’s words are mistaken. The powder from Huanyan Studio was not something this consort wanted to send into the palace. Rather, it was Consort Yun who that day, possessed by some madness, insisted on targeting the marquis’s residence. Could it be that Consort Yun knew there was a problem with this powder and had this consort send it to the other ladies?”

Upon hearing this, Song Yuning laughed coldly. “Consort Jiang’s words are truly interesting. Your own shop sells items mixed with poison, yet you blame the buyers.”

“If Consort Jiang weren’t blinded by greed and passing off inferior goods as quality ones, taking items used by prostitutes and actors, refurbishing them, and then peddling them at prices a hundred or thousand times the original cost, this consort wouldn’t have noticed this small rouge shop.”

“Speaking of which…”

Song Yuning blinked. “Consort Jiang’s shop has earned quite a bit, hasn’t it? I wonder what a mere consort needs so much silver for?”

The Empress glanced indifferently at Jiang Man. Jiang Man’s expression turned cold. “Why must Consort Yun speak in such a strange tone? The Empress is still here. Whether the marquis’s residence was framed and falsely accused, or whether someone with ulterior motives schemed against this consort, Her Majesty will have her own conclusion.”

“Consort Jiang is such an intelligent person—how could she be framed and schemed against? The Fifth Prince takes after his mother. If what Consort Jiang says in self-deprecation were true, how could he be as diligent in his studies, clever, and wise as he is now?”

Just a few days ago, the Fifth Prince had been punished by His Majesty for being lazy in his studies. Today, Song Yuning came to poke at her sore spot.

Jiang Man’s expression was unbearably gloomy. Just as she was about to retaliate, a eunuch outside announced that His Majesty had arrived.

When Emperor Wenhui entered, everyone rose to pay respects. After one “rise,” the room fell silent.

“What’s going on? Making such a grand spectacle?”

Song Wan kept her eyes slightly lowered, not looking directly at Emperor Wenhui. Lin Jiayue, on the other hand, had her eyes darting about with a somewhat curious expression.

The lady official reported the entire sequence of events. After hearing it, Emperor Wenhui said, “Has that powder been sent into the palace?”

“Because the palace…”

Before the Empress could finish speaking, Emperor Wenhui interrupted. “So it hasn’t then? If that’s the case, why make such a fuss?”

The Empress’s face darkened. Song Wan, however, saw a trace of mockery in Jiang Man’s eyes, while her aunt’s expression remained indifferent and the various consorts looked unsurprised.

No wonder Jiang Man acted so brazenly—she enjoyed the Emperor’s exclusive favor.

“What Marquis Chengyang says is not without reason. This Lady Lin is merely a woman of the rear chambers. How could she have such capability? It must be the shopkeeper who did this.”

“Such a villain who deceives superiors and conceals from subordinates truly deserves severe punishment.”

“Someone come! Give that rouge shop’s shopkeeper eighty strokes of the heavy rod, confiscate the goods and silver to return to the people, and his descendants for three generations shall never again be permitted to engage in commerce…”

With just two or three sentences, Emperor Wenhui had characterized the matter.

Song Wan stood to the side, her heart sinking slightly.

All the elaborate moves she, her aunt, and the Empress had made were lightly picked up and erased one by one.

“Making such a small matter look like a joint trial of three courts—utterly absurd.”

Emperor Wenhui rose to leave. The Empress’s expression was gloomy. “This poisonous rouge may have nothing to do with Marquis Chengyang’s residence, but it is a fact that Marquis Chengyang dotes on his concubine and neglects his wife.”

“If it’s a fact, then the Empress should punish him. Surely you can’t handle even this small matter?”

“Everyone disperse.”

Emperor Wenhui strode away. The Empress’s face alternated between pale and flushed, looking extremely unpleasant.

Ever since the First Prince was exposed for moral failings, she had never been able to hold her head up before Emperor Wenhui. After rebuking Jiang Xingjian a few times, the Empress also left in resentment.

Everyone dispersed one by one. Lin Jiayue knelt to the side with tearful eyes. “Brother Xingjian, are we all right now?”

Some lower-ranking consorts who hadn’t yet left the room saw her performance and sneered coldly or looked down with disdain.

Lin Jiayue acted as if she didn’t see them, timidly and delicately hiding behind Jiang Xingjian, impossible to shake off.

Song Wan stood to the side with a calm expression, neither hurried nor impatient.

Though they hadn’t been able to do anything to Jiang Man, after today, everyone in the world would know that Jiang Xingjian had deep affection for a concubine in his household, willing to brave danger in the deep palace for her.

First there was the marquis’s residence with its frequent troubles, then there was Jiang Xingjian doting on his concubine and neglecting his wife. Anyone with eyes would know that the marquis’s residence, from top to bottom, was full of bean-curd-brained fools.

Glancing at Lin Jiayue who was becoming increasingly soft and clingy, Song Wan thought to herself that today’s trip hadn’t been a waste of effort after all.

Chapter 96: Lighting the Lanterns
Upon returning to Yanqing Palace, Jiang Man swept the mother-of-pearl hexagonal incense burner off the fragrant table in one furious motion.

“What an Empress Song Yuning—the two of them actually joined forces to trap this palace in unrighteousness.”

Eunuch Chang consoled her softly from the side: “Why should Your Highness be angry? After all, the two of them couldn’t truly harm you. They’re merely struggling on in their last gasps.”

“What do you understand?”

Jiang Man gripped the fragrant table, forcibly suppressing her rage: “How could they be trying to harm me? They’re trying to ruin the reputation of the Chengyang Marquis Residence and Shu’er’s name.”

“Song Yuning today kept saying ‘Shu’er takes after his mother’ over and over—she was mocking this palace for having limited talent, unable to give birth to a son with exceptional gifts!”

“The Empress summoning Yi’er into the palace—do you think she truly wanted to do something to Yi’er? She merely wanted to see Yi’er make a fool of himself, to let everyone know that my Chengyang Marquis Residence cannot produce worthy offspring!”

Growing more furious as she spoke, Jiang Man violently overturned the fragrant table in her hands.

In the struggle for succession among princes, one must seize every moment. Before her was the First Prince who held the advantages of being legitimate-born and eldest, and behind was that half-dead wretch who occupied the Crown Prince’s position in the Eastern Palace. Although in the intervening years the harem fought fiercely and several princes failed to be born, perishing in the palace consorts’ wombs, Shen Qianbai’s existence was still like a thorn in her heart.

Though the Third Prince was young, he already showed his sharp edge. His voice in court grew increasingly strong, with over half the court officials as his supporters.

And the current Emperor had a weak temperament and no great talent. If not for his several elder imperial brothers fighting fiercely back then, some dying and some becoming disabled, how could it have been his turn to ascend the throne?

The court officials already knew the Emperor was incompetent, and several princes had no achievements to speak of. Thus, ever since the Third Prince’s birth, they had continuously placed great hopes on him.

Her Shu’er was already young in age, and couldn’t compare with his elder imperial brothers who had more time to scheme and plan. If she didn’t fight or compete now, taking no action, by the time the Third Prince grew to adulthood with the situation already decided, she and her son would likely have even less chance of struggling or competing!

Originally, she had painstakingly spent seven or eight years before finally getting Shu’er to stand shoulder to shoulder with Shen Qianbai. Who could have imagined that a lowborn slut, in just three to five months, would stir the Marquis Residence into chaos and ruin its reputation?

Now she and Shu’er were even implicated by association.

Jiang Man seethed with anger in her heart, deeply regretting that she had trusted Lin Jiayue.

“Has there been any reply from Yan Zhizhang?”

Eunuch Chang said: “Lord Yan says he has shallow learning and limited talent, and isn’t qualified to be the Fifth Prince’s teacher. Your Highness… this servant feels that Lord Yan is merely a rigid, old-fashioned moralist who truly isn’t qualified to teach the Fifth Prince.”

“Though he may be pedantic, his learning runs deep. More importantly, he is upright and incorruptible. If Shu’er were to study under him, he would surely achieve great things.”

Jiang Man’s hands curled slightly, her expression sharp: “This palace values precisely his adherence to the teacher’s way and strict methods of instruction. If he were a smooth operator who knew how to flatter, this palace would look down on him instead.”

“His refusal now is likely due to worries about the Marquis Residence’s poor reputation and that this palace’s son has limited natural talent.”

“The Empress and Song Yuning… hmph.”

Jiang Man laughed coldly: “Don’t those two excel at exploiting every opening and breathing through the same nostril? This palace will give them the opportunity—let them embrace each other as they descend to the Yellow Springs to properly discuss their deep sisterly affection.”

“Those two fellow townsmen of yours at the First Prince’s residence—it’s time to let them make their move.”

Eunuch Chang startled at these words, then nodded.

Flinging away the jade bracelet that had just shattered, Jiang Man’s expression was sinister.

Song Yuning had a glib tongue, but all she knew was stirring up trouble, employing the methods of women in the inner quarters. Splashing her with dirty water today, framing her with some charge tomorrow—what could any of that do to her?

She simply couldn’t be bothered to engage in verbal disputes with these palace women.

“Have those two stir up more trouble. If the Third Prince dies, won’t this realm belong to his Shen Qianchi?”

The Crown Prince had been paralyzed for so many years—his death was only a matter of time. Right now, Shen Qianchi and Shu’er’s reputations weren’t much different, but Shen Qianchi held the advantage of being legitimate-born and eldest, and was nearly twenty years older than Shu’er. If someone gave him a push at this moment, he would surely be tempted.

Perhaps that fool would get hot-headed and might even pull that old thing down from his position.

Jiang Man brushed her skirt lightly, cold light filling her eyes: “They truly think everyone in my Chengyang Marquis Residence are fools.”

“Inform Yi’er about the First Prince’s residence matter. This palace does not wish to see Shen Qianbai live past this winter!”

Eunuch Chang acknowledged and turned to leave.

Song Wan returned to the residence with Jiang Xingjian and Lin Jiayue, the three sitting together in one carriage with an atmosphere of extreme oppression.

Lin Jiayue nestled in Jiang Xingjian’s embrace, paying no mind to his body being rigid with stiffness.

“Brother Xingjian, Yue’er is so frightened.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, her cheeks burning, but could only repeatedly remind herself in her heart to see no evil.

The carriage was already cramped, and now with one more person it seemed even more confined. Yet Lin Jiayue pressed her entire body against Jiang Xingjian, speaking word by word of her worries and fears, as well as her admiration and gratitude.

Though only in the palace for a single day, Lin Jiayue seemed to have become a different person. Earlier she had still seemed sickly, but now her eyes were filled with a vitality and fervor that others couldn’t understand.

“It’s all Yue’er’s fault. That rouge shop surely cannot continue operating. Brother Xingjian, don’t be afraid—Yue’er has prepared a general goods shop…”

Jiang Xingjian pressed down on Lin Jiayue, saying in a low voice: “Your health hasn’t recovered yet. There’s no need to think about these things.”

“How can that be? Do you no longer trust Yue’er? I know I was wrong. This general goods shop definitely won’t be like that one.”

“Brother Xingjian, please give Yue’er another chance. This time I’ll only be responsible for design drawings. After the items are made, if you think there are no problems, then we can put them in the shop to sell—is that acceptable? Believe in me, give Yue’er a chance to make amends for my errors.”

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was ugly. Song Wan, however, very much hoped he would agree. She wanted to know what Lin Jiayue planned to do in the future.

It must be said that Lin Jiayue’s previous handiwork had aroused her almost unprecedented curiosity.

When the carriage arrived at the Marquis Residence, Jiang Xingjian fled down from it.

At dinner time, everyone received news that Huanyan Studio had been raided by the Emperor. The shopkeeper couldn’t endure the eighty heavy strikes of the rod and died early.

When Qing Zhai reported this news to Jiang Yan, Jiang Yan said lightly that it was a pity.

“Have someone send some compensation silver to his wife and children, and additionally escort them out of the capital.”

Having said this, Jiang Yan continued eating with his head lowered, never mentioning it again.

He had placed some people under Lin Jiayue’s command, originally prepared to lend that person assistance when necessary. Who could have known that the current development of events far exceeded his expectations?

After thinking for a moment, Jiang Yan put down the jade chopsticks in his hand, having lost his appetite.

He took the soft cloth from Qing Zhai’s hand and wiped his hands clean.

Five days later would be the Mid-Autumn Festival. This year the Emperor had chosen the Third Prince to light the palace lanterns at Dengtian Tower before Dongzhi Gate. On that day, the entire residence would surely go out to view the lanterns. Jiang Yan uncomfortably pinched his itching fingertips, forcibly suppressing the restlessness in his heart.

Ever since that person no longer managed the household affairs of the Marquis Residence, and with the Old Madam being ill and exempted from morning and evening attendance, he hadn’t seen her in quite some time.

The Mid-Autumn lantern lighting would likely be the only opportunity to see her before winter arrived.

Thinking of this, a trace of tenderness floated in Jiang Yan’s eyes.

He walked to the redwood wardrobe in the room and began selecting the clothing he would need for that day with joy and earnestness.

Chapter 97: Storm Clouds
Before the great Mid-Autumn banquet, the Chengyang Marquis Residence was busy making mooncakes and fruit offerings, hanging lanterns and changing the silk decorations. Song Wan sat in her room with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu making paper lanterns. Seeing the lantern was plain, she picked up her brush to write a few characters. Just as she was busy with this, a young maid came from outside to report that Madam Song had arrived.

Having someone tidy up everything, Song Wan went to the main hall of Lanting Courtyard.

Yesterday, Song Mother had sent someone with a calling card, but Song Wan didn’t know why she would come visiting before and after this major festival—the Song Residence should also be busy at this time.

After welcoming her inside, Song Wan obediently sat to the side after pouring tea for her.

Song Mother took a light sip and sighed: “I too am unwilling to come seeking you, but truly the residence now has no other solution.”

She fixed her gaze on Song Wan and spoke directly: “Do you know what Fu’er has done in order to get you to leave the Chengyang Marquis Residence?”

Song Wan raised her head to look at Madam Song.

“The marriage arrangement between our family and Duke Yingguo’s residence has already been settled. Your elder brother and the Ninth Young Miss have exchanged betrothal cards, and the marriage contract has also been sent. Your father asked him to pay a visit on Mid-Autumn, but he absolutely refuses to agree no matter what.”

Song Wan furrowed her brows without saying a word.

The Song Residence valued propriety. Duke Yingguo’s residence was Elder Brother’s wife’s clan—during major festivals, one must pay visits. Now that the marriage was settled, he should especially go to the residence to pay respects. If he didn’t go, not only would it lose the Song Residence’s reputation for literary and ritual traditions, it would also be equivalent to publicly insulting Duke Yingguo’s residence.

If it came to this, the two families would end up as enemies instead of forming a marriage alliance.

“You’ve understood propriety since childhood, so you should understand that such behavior is extremely improper.”

“Recently your elder brother has only been searching for a residence in the capital, even defying your father over this. Watching it makes my heart uneasy.”

“Fu’er has just entered the Ministry of Personnel. If people learn he is so rebellious and unfilial, opposing his birth father for his younger sister’s sake, not only will your reputation suffer—even his official career will be buried as a result.”

Madam Song pulled a property deed from her bosom and gently pushed it in front of Song Wan: “The residence Fu’er chose for you is not far from Zhitong Temple in the capital suburbs.”

“I previously had someone inquire about it—it’s an extremely beautiful and peaceful place.”

“I know you siblings have been close since childhood, and I also know you would never agree to him acting so recklessly.”

“Within the Song Residence, anything can be discussed, but losing face outside is another matter entirely. Mother also doesn’t want you to gain a reputation as a married daughter who implicates her maternal clan and father and brothers.”

“Moreover, even if you don’t consider yourself, you must consider your own future children and your elder brother’s future children.”

“Implicating your elder brother’s unborn child with the stigma of having an unfilial father—Mother guesses you surely couldn’t bear it.”

“In a few days will be the great Mid-Autumn banquet. Before entering the palace, your elder brother will also go see the lantern lighting. If you see him, please try to persuade him.”

After Madam Song finished speaking, she rose to leave, but Song Wan said: “Mother, you haven’t finished your tea yet. Why not sit a while longer?”

Knowing she had something to say, Madam Song sat back down.

“Wan’er understands Elder Brother’s temperament best. He would never defy Father. Moreover, Elder Brother has always valued his promises—he would never agree to Duke Yingguo’s residence’s marriage proposal only to go back on it halfway.”

Picking up the property deed before her, Song Wan smiled gently: “It truly is a good place. Elder Brother has put much thought into it.”

Carefully putting away the property deed, Song Wan looked at Song Mother: “Mother is Father’s second wife. You married in late, so it’s natural you don’t understand Elder Brother’s temperament. But as a member of the Song family, saying ‘defiance’ with every breath, saying ‘recklessness’ with every word… isn’t that rather lacking in propriety?”

“Before outsiders even splash dirty water on us, why must you rush to place the hat of unfiliality on Elder Brother’s head?”

“Mother says Elder Brother won’t go to Duke Yingguo’s residence—why not say that the family failed to fulfill what was promised to Elder Brother?”

“Since the residence broke the agreement first, Elder Brother acting thus is only human nature.”

Upon hearing this, Song Mother’s brows knitted tightly: “The meaning of your words—do you agree with your elder brother taking you away from the Marquis Residence? Do you know that in the Song and Su families’ hundred-year history, there has never been a woman divorced or granted peaceful separation?”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief, pressing her lips tightly together. Seeing her like this, Madam Song’s tone softened somewhat: “When a woman marries, encountering some difficulties is quite ordinary. Never mind you—even those of higher status have times when things don’t go smoothly.”

“Right now you and the Chengyang Marquis don’t yet have offspring. Once you have offspring, things will improve in the future.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes without saying a word.

“What woman in this world can have everything go smoothly? If everyone clamored for their fathers and brothers to take them home over every little dissatisfaction, wouldn’t the world fall into chaos?”

“Mother advises you to endure a bit more.”

“This child understands.”

Song Wan rose to see Song Mother out of Lanting Courtyard.

Heng Zhi carefully attended from the side but didn’t dare come forward.

Heng Wu had an impatient nature and hurriedly asked: “Miss, will we just let this be?”

“Let it be?”

Song Wan murmured: “In the past, I was singularly afraid of implicating the residence and the reputation of the clan’s children, so I endured everywhere and kept to my proper place. But now, because I’m concerned about this empty reputation, Elder Brother is being controlled by others.”

“As long as I remain in the Marquis Residence for one day, Elder Brother won’t be at ease for one day, and will be controlled by others for one day.”

“Worrying about my life and death, my safety—having Elder Brother led around by the nose for his entire life, I truly cannot accept it.”

“I did it for reputation, for the clan, yet I’ve only harmed my closest legitimate elder brother. What kind of reasoning is this?”

Song Wan picked up the property deed on the table and laughed lightly: “The residence knows I value reputation and care about the family clan, so they use this to manipulate me. They also know Elder Brother values relationships and promises, making us two siblings implicate each other, mutually restrain each other, and serve as each other’s shackles. They’ve truly calculated everything perfectly.”

She handed the deed to Heng Zhi: “Investigate where this location is.”

Heng Zhi took the property deed and left the courtyard to inquire.

In Lanting Courtyard, most of her dowry had already been sent away. Now the only thing she couldn’t bear to part with was that room full of books.

Looking at the study, Song Wan reluctantly packed up some rare editions that were truly difficult to find.

She was sorry to the Song Residence and the young ladies of the Song clan, but Elder Brother and Aunt were more important than anything or anyone else in this world. If worldly society truly couldn’t tolerate her, she would cut off her hair and become a nun, thereby giving the Song Residence an explanation.

In any case, even if she died, she would never again give anyone the opportunity to coerce Elder Brother by threatening her.

Song Wan picked up her brush again, peacefully inscribing characters on the flower lantern, thinking of nothing else.

After making the flower lanterns and hanging them throughout Lanting Courtyard, the day of the great Mid-Autumn banquet arrived.

Song Wan rose early and began preparing the clothing and accessories needed for the evening’s banquet. Because they would first go before Dengtian Tower to watch the Third Prince light the lanterns, then go to the palace for the banquet, she prepared two sets of headdresses.

“Miss, this clothing sent by the embroidery workshop—how did it come unraveled?”

Heng Wu brought the garment over, only then discovering there was a mark about an inch long on the front, pulled by who knows what.

“See if it can be mended. If not, change to that auspicious treasure and floral pattern brocade skirt that Aunt sent previously.”

“This servant will take a look.”

Song Wan had just nodded when she suddenly felt a twisting pain in her abdomen, extremely unbearable.

In just a moment, fine beads of sweat appeared on her forehead.

Heng Zhi’s eyes were full of worry, and she hurriedly had the residence’s young maids fetch the residence physician.

“The First Madam has consumed something incompatible, which is why this has happened.”

The residence physician had Heng Wu bring over the food Song Wan had eaten earlier. After examining each item one by one, he pointed at one of the dishes: “This is veratrum.”

“Veratrum is bitter and cold, and toxic. The First Madam mistakenly ate this substance, which is why her abdominal pain won’t stop.”

“Who has such audacity to actually dare poison our Miss?”
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Heng Wu bit her lip, so angry she strode to the small kitchen in large steps, and before long dragged two young maids over.

“Miss, this servant has inquired—it was these two little wenches who caused this mess.”

Seeing that Song Wan was going to handle courtyard matters, the residence physician pointed his medicine boy to go brew medicine, and he himself also withdrew.

The two maids were frightened into trembling, kneeling on the ground and crying: “Reporting to the First Madam, this servant didn’t do it intentionally. Huan’er developed a head sore and picked veratrum herself to treat the illness. How could she know she would bring this thing to the small kitchen?”

“This substance looks very similar to scallions. This servant had never seen it before and mistakenly used it, adding it to the First Madam’s meal, but this servant absolutely did not deliberately poison the Madam.”

The two young maids were only about ten years old, the lowest ranking servants in the courtyard. They were frightened into trembling after experiencing this matter.

The two people knelt on the ground kowtowing repeatedly, and before long a large patch of blood red appeared on their heads.

“Get up. Today’s matter will be dropped. From now on, you two will do sweeping and cleaning duties in the courtyard. Don’t enter the kitchen anymore.”

Waving her hand to dismiss the two, Song Wan covered her abdomen, forcibly enduring the pain.

Heng Wu cried: “Miss, it’s all this servant’s fault for not properly managing the small kitchen.”

Song Wan shook her head: “It has nothing to do with you. How is the shortage of staff in the courtyard your fault?”

The small kitchen was originally managed by Nanny Zhao. After she sent Nanny Zhao, Xiang Cao, and Lv Zhu out of the residence, the courtyard became short-staffed. Moreover, Lin Jiayue had previously sold off many servants, causing all the courtyards to lack help and fall into disarray.

Besides, her thoughts recently hadn’t been on Lanting Courtyard either. It was normal for mistakes to occur.

After all, it was just some abdominal pain—it couldn’t amount to much.

The only slight trouble was that today was the great Mid-Autumn banquet. In this condition, she didn’t know if it would interfere with matters.

“Help me up. I need to style my hair and apply makeup first.”

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi helped Song Wan up and took a soft cloth to wipe the cold sweat from her forehead: “Miss, you’ve taken the residence physician’s medicine but haven’t improved. What should we do?”

“It’s fine. I can endure it.”

The Mid-Autumn flower lanterns should properly be lit by the Emperor himself to pray for peace across the four seas and prosperity for the people. But since Emperor Wenhui ascended the throne, this lantern-lighting duty had been handed to the princes. This was also one of the most important festivals of the year. If Song Wan, as the wife of the Chengyang Marquis, didn’t appear, it would surely invite controversy.

This still wasn’t the crucial point. More crucially, she wanted to use this grand banquet to see Song Fu—she had words to say to Elder Brother.

Song Wan sat at the vanity, having Heng Zhi apply her makeup.

Heng Zhi took a flower ornament to place on her forehead, but before long it would be ruined by cold sweat.

“Miss, you truly cannot continue like this.”

Where was there anyone who drank medicine only to hurt more and more? In just this short while, Song Wan had weakened to the point she couldn’t sit up straight, not to mention her inner garment soaked through with sweat.

Autumn days were already chilly. If she went out like this, she would surely catch cold.

Heng Wu paced anxiously in circles. Just as she was worrying, Jiang Xingjian walked in from outside. Upon entering, he saw Song Wan’s lips pale, looking extremely haggard and pained.

Jiang Xingjian furrowed his brows: “I heard from the residence physician that you mistakenly consumed something toxic. Are you feeling better now?”

“Thank you for husband’s concern. After drinking the medicine, I’m already much better.”

“You don’t look much better.”

Stepping forward to place the rouge in Song Wan’s hand on the vanity, Jiang Xingjian said: “You should properly recuperate in the residence. Don’t go out today. In your condition, harming your health is a minor matter—losing decorum before His Majesty would be a major incident.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan lowered her eyes without speaking.

It was also normal for Jiang Xingjian to fear she would lose propriety before the throne. The Chengyang Marquis Residence had recently produced one scandal after another, more exciting than a theatrical performance. He should also fear creating any more errors.

Though she wanted to see Song Fu, since Jiang Xingjian had said this much, if she insisted on going, it would instead seem like she harbored ulterior motives and evil intentions.

“Then I must trouble husband to convey my message to the various noble ladies—this wife’s health is truly unwell and cannot attend.”

“I understand. Rest well.”

Having said this, Jiang Xingjian turned and went to Xiuyan Pavilion.

In Xiuyan Pavilion, Lin Jiayue looked at the clothing and skirt sent by the embroidery workshop, her brows tightly knitted.

This fresh, tender emerald green color—wearing it would make her look like a matured scallion. She truly couldn’t bring herself to like it. If not for wanting to publicly display deep affection with Jiang Xingjian today and thoroughly cement his reputation for favoring concubines over wife, she would never wear it even if she died.

Just as she reluctantly changed into the new skirt, Lin Jiayue saw Jiang Xingjian silently enter the room.

“Brother Xingjian.”

She pinched her skirt hem and stood before Jiang Xingjian, her face full of sweet smiles: “Does Yue’er’s skirt look good?”

“A delight to behold.”

Jiang Xingjian sat in a redwood chair, carefully examining Lin Jiayue.

After a long while, he finally said: “Today at Dongzhi Gate there will surely be many common people viewing the lanterns. If we leave late, I fear we won’t be able to get the carriage through. If you’re ready, we two shall go ahead.”

We two?

Lin Jiayue blinked: “The First Madam isn’t going?”

“She mistakenly consumed something. She cannot go today.”

After Jiang Xingjian finished speaking, he asked Lin Jiayue if she could depart. Lin Jiayue nodded vacantly, but her heart grew chaotic.

In the past, she found Song Wan disagreeable and naturally thought the other was bad in every way. But times had changed. Now she had to admit that although Song Wan was coldly aloof and arrogant to the point of being detestable, she was exceptionally intelligent and skilled at adapting to circumstances.

So she absolutely didn’t believe that with Song Wan’s cautious nature, she would eat the wrong thing on such an important day.

Lin Jiayue lowered her eyes, concealing the worry within them.

After thinking for a moment, she smiled and said: “I’m naturally ready. Let’s go, Brother Xingjian.”

Lin Jiayue walked behind Jiang Xingjian, looking at his back, her expression growing increasingly solemn. Seeing he wasn’t paying attention, she reached up to the top of her head and pressed her palm hard against her hairpin.

“Brother Xingjian, help me for a moment.”

The two walked to the small palanquin in the inner courtyard, and Lin Jiayue smiled as she extended her hand.

Jiang Xingjian grasped her hand, preparing to help her into the palanquin. But just as he turned around, he frowned: “Your skirt is dirty.”

“Hmm?”

Lin Jiayue was puzzled: “Where?”

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was ugly as he indicated with his eyes the location stained with filth.

“Ah… I’ve started my monthly courses.”

Reaching back to touch herself, Lin Jiayue quickly showed Jiang Xingjian the blood on her hand: “I’ll go change my clothes.”

“No need. You should rest well in the residence.”

“Brother Xingjian, are you angry? Yue’er will change very quickly. Wait for me…”

Before she could finish speaking, Jiang Xingjian strode out of the inner courtyard in large steps.

Seeing him come out alone, Song Yan approached: “Master, today this…”

“The plan has changed. Cancel the archer and have him return.”

Song Yan nodded: “This subordinate understands.”

Jiang Xingjian added: “Is everything else prepared?”

“Everything is prepared. The railing position has also been moved several feet outward—it absolutely won’t harm innocent common people’s lives.”

Jiang Xingjian nodded and mounted his horse.

Success or failure, victory or defeat—it all depended on today’s lantern-lighting ceremony.

Chapter 99: Acquaintance
Dengtian Tower stood nine stories tall and three zhang wide. Normally guarded by the Imperial Guards, only during major festivals like Mid-Autumn would its gates be opened early for decoration. When auspicious times arrived, the Son of Heaven or his blood descendants would ascend the tower to pray for Heaven to bestow its grace, ensuring peace throughout the realm and tranquility for all things. Before the First Prince’s private misconduct was exposed, he had always represented the imperial family in ascending the tower to pray for blessings. But after Emperor Wenhui discovered him cavorting with palace maids in the palace, he never again received this honor.

These past one or two years, the duty of lighting the lanterns at Dengtian Tower had fallen to the Third Prince, Shen Qianbai.

Opposite Dengtian Tower stood the capital’s most luxurious wine house. This establishment faced Dengtian Tower from afar and could capture the tower’s interior scene. However, Cuiwei Tower was not somewhere ordinary commoners could enter—especially the top floor, which had been reserved year-round by various nobles of the capital. According to reason, with the Chengyang Marquis Residence’s status, they should also be able to secure a private room on the highest floor. But recently, the Marquis Residence’s reputation had been thoroughly ruined, so naturally they were excluded.

Jiang Xingjian arrived at Cuiwei Tower’s second floor, his expression gloomy and quite ugly. He pushed open the door to see Jiang Yan turning around with a gentle smile on his face.

However, this smile quickly faded when he saw clearly that only Jiang Xingjian had come alone.

An indescribable irritation steamed up from the bottom of his heart. Jiang Yan clasped his hands behind his back: “Elder brother came alone today?”

Jiang Xingjian nodded: “Grandmother cannot be left unattended. Mother must remain to look after her. Your sister-in-law’s health is unwell, so she couldn’t come.”

Jiang Yan smiled faintly, then turned to look out the window.

However, his hand gripping the corridor railing unconsciously tightened more and more, as if he couldn’t control the irritation in his heart.

Seeing this, Qing Zhai brought over a tea cup and placed it before him: “Master, have some tea.”

Jiang Xingjian lifted his eyes to glance at Jiang Yan once, then withdrew his gaze, his heart full of vigilance as he looked toward Dengtian Tower. Both men had their own calculations in mind and neither noticed the other’s abnormality.

The room was silent. Jiang Yan was the first to lose patience.

“Your younger brother just saw an old friend and wishes to go pay respects.”

“Go busy yourself. No need to mind me.”

Jiang Yan nodded and was preparing to leave when he heard Jiang Xingjian say: “It will be chaotic today. If you have no business, you might as well return to the residence early. Don’t wander the streets.”

“Your younger brother understands.”

Walking out the door, Jiang Yan furrowed his brows in puzzlement.

Jiang Xingjian’s words seemed to carry deeper meaning, forcing him to take them to heart. After brief contemplation, he decided to head back to the residence.

However, just as he descended Cuiwei Tower, he spotted Xiao Jiye standing on the third floor.

Jiang Yan wasn’t surprised that Xiao Jiye would appear here, but this person being in a top-floor private room made him somewhat puzzled.

“You go back first. I’ll go upstairs for a look.”

Having Qing Zhai return to the residence first, Jiang Yan went to the room where he had just seen Xiao Jiye.

He and Xiao Jiye had been acquainted for a long time. Though the two had secretly collaborated on many business dealings, he knew nothing at all about this person’s background. Jiang Yan only knew his surname was Xiao and that he occasionally revealed a Nanqing accent when speaking.

Originally, Jiang Yan had thought Xiao Jiye was a scion of a Nanqing noble family. But ever since Jiang Xingjian mentioned Mandian Xiang last time, he felt the other’s identity was probably not so simple.

An enemy nation’s accent plus imperial tribute wine, and now appearing on Cuiwei’s third floor today—it must be said, this made him quite curious.

Upon seeing Jiang Yan, Xiao Jiye wasn’t particularly surprised and directly led him through the door.

Only Xiao Jiye was in the room. Seeing this, Jiang Yan said: “Your appearance here makes one quite curious.”

Xiao Jiye laughed lightly and picked up the wine jar on the table to fill both their cups: “What’s there to be curious about? This Cuiwei Tower is mine.”

Jiang Yan was astonished, slightly raising his brows: “If I remember correctly, this Cuiwei Tower has some connection to Dong Chang.”

“Your memory is indeed correct.”

Xiao Jiye smiled freely but didn’t explain further.

Jiang Yan was also someone who understood tact. Seeing this, he asked no more questions.

The two chatted briefly. Xiao Jiye had drunk more than half the jar of wine when he noticed Jiang Yan’s wine bowl had been sitting before him the whole time, not a single sip taken.

“What’s this—afraid I poisoned it?”

“Not at all.”

Pushing the wine bowl before him aside, Jiang Yan’s eyes were gentle: “I promised her I wouldn’t drink anymore.”

Seeing this expression, Xiao Jiye clicked his tongue and rubbed his cheeks—his teeth ached terribly.

He had also met that Song Wan several times. Though one could say she had outstanding beauty and kind nature, how could she make Jiang Yan act like this?

“A perfectly good man indulging daily in romantic love—truly absurd.”

Xiao Jiye shook his head and shook it again: “Women are like snakes and scorpions. It’s not even enough to avoid them, yet you’ve become so confused over this. You’re truly a fool.”

Remembering his own injuries, his eyes darkened slightly, even stirred by the wine’s influence into some killing intent.

Hearing this, Jiang Yan’s voice carried loneliness: “No one in the world knows her goodness. Jiang Xingjian doesn’t know. You don’t know. All under Heaven don’t know. Only I know.”

Xiao Jiye didn’t understand. He understood even less about this talk of love and affection. He drained the wine in his bowl in one gulp and walked to the window corridor to look toward Dengtian Tower.

Not far from Dengtian Tower stood a bright yellow prayer platform where the imperial family sat. To avoid someone secretly releasing cold arrows, this altar was extremely far from Cuiwei Tower.

Xiao Jiye narrowed his eyes, obscurity filling them.

“What are you looking at?”

“Seeing if that person came.”

Jiang Yan laughed: “Naturally he didn’t come.”

Emperor Wenhui had a weak temperament. According to rumors, when the imperial princes fought fiercely for succession back then, it frightened him out of his wits. In all these years since ascending the throne, he had never once left the imperial palace. Today would naturally be no exception.

Xiao Jiye withdrew his gaze and asked seriously: “What kind of person do you think he is?”

“Ahem.”

Before Jiang Yan could speak, a man’s light cough came from the adjacent private room. The two turned their heads simultaneously as a gentle man walked out from the room.

“Second Master Yan.”

Song Fu smiled faintly at Jiang Yan, his eyes full of goodwill.

In earlier years when Song Wan lived as a widow in the Marquis Residence, she had written to him saying she received much care from the second household. Thus, Song Fu had a very good impression of him.

“Lord Song.”

Seeing Song Fu, Jiang Yan unconsciously straightened his spine. The disdain in his eyes from moments ago completely vanished, replaced by the respect and obedience of a child seeing an elder.

Xiao Jiye looked at Song Fu, secretly noting this person’s expression was clear and upright—the bearing of an honorable gentleman. After thinking, he also called out “Lord Song.”

“I’ve prepared wine and food in my private room. If you two gentlemen have no other business, why not share a cup with this humble one?”

Xiao Jiye looked toward Jiang Yan, inquiring his meaning.

Jiang Yan smiled: “Since Lord Song extends an invitation, Yu dares not decline.”

The two walked into Song Fu’s private room to see the table laden with light dishes and abundant pastries. Beside the table sat two packages of Liu’s crispy candy, and the prepared wine was also fruit wine more suitable for women to drink. Jiang Yan’s gaze swept over the full table of dishes and silently committed them to memory.

Upon seeing the two packages of Liu’s crispy candy, the corners of his lips curved up slightly, and his complexion also became somewhat flushed.

He had never known that person liked these things.

Xiao Jiye, however, paid no mind to these details. He brought over two jars of wine and placed them on the table, then found a server to bring up new meat dishes before sitting down to exchange pleasantries with Song Fu.

Seeing his actions were carefree and quite bold and unrestrained, Song Fu gradually developed favorable feelings and picked up the wine jar to pour for the two men.

Xiao Jiye’s eyes held a smile. Seeing this scene, he looked toward Jiang Yan with some curiosity.

He wondered—with his sister-in-law’s elder brother pouring wine, would he drink or not?
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After Jiang Yan accepted the wine bowl, he said softly: “This wine I shouldn’t refuse to drink, but Yu Chi has been unwell recently, truly…”

“It’s fine. I’ll have someone change it to tea.”

Song Fu took back the wine bowl to his own side without showing the slightest displeasure. Seeing this, Xiao Jiye raised his bowl in a toast, smoothly glossing over the matter.

All three were tactful people skilled at handling all situations, so their conversation proceeded with host and guests thoroughly enjoying themselves. Moreover, Xiao Jiye had schemes in mind and developed thoughts of befriending Song Fu. With Jiang Yan mediating between them, in less than half an hour, the three were addressing each other as brothers, becoming quite familiar.

After three rounds of wine, the area before Dongzhi Gate became lively. Only then did Song Fu smile and take his leave of the two.

The auspicious time for lighting the lanterns was approaching. He still needed to pay respects to his aunt and the Third Prince.

Xiao and Jiang both agreed readily. The three arranged to drink together next time, and only then did Song Fu leave the private room.

On the bright yellow prayer platform erected for Mid-Autumn, quite a few palace nobles had already taken their seats in succession. Emperor Wenhui was absent. The First Prince held the advantage of being eldest, so he sat in the primary position. The Third Prince was next, and the Fifth Prince stood beside the Third Prince.

The Empress and several consorts sat to the west of Dengtian Tower.

When Yun Fei and Jiang Fei took their seats, the two exchanged smiles.

The Mid-Autumn banquet blessing ceremony was extremely tedious. Everyone sat dryly on the platform for nearly a full hour before hearing the Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices finish chanting the prayer and invite the Third Prince to ascend Dengtian Tower to light the lanterns.

Though the Third Prince was young, he already exhibited the imperial bearing of a sovereign. His every gesture and movement carried considerable authority.

After Song Fu paid respects to Yun Fei and the Third Prince, he waited not far from the imperial altar for the lantern-lighting ceremony. Now seeing Shen Qianbai walking toward Dengtian Tower with over ten guards, he couldn’t help but smile with vicarious pride.

As the Third Prince arrived beneath Dengtian Tower, Song Yuning looked toward an inconspicuous eunuch in the distance. She saw that eunuch nod slightly, then quietly withdraw to do who knows what.

“Yun Fei has such good fortune to give birth to a child as spiritually gifted as the Third Prince.”

Watching Shen Qianbai enter Dengtian Tower, Jiang Man suddenly spoke.

She knew the First Prince would make his move today. Though she hadn’t discovered the specific plan, it didn’t prevent her heart from leaping with joy.

As long as Shen Qianbai died, the process didn’t matter.

Hearing this, Song Yuning smiled: “It doesn’t compare to Jiang Fei’s good fortune. Though the Fifth Prince is somewhat dull, at least he’s worry-free.”

“Heh, Yun Fei’s mouth has never shown mercy. We’ll just have to see if you can remain so tough.”

The two exchanged a few barbs before quickly focusing their attention on Dengtian Tower.

A figure slowly appeared atop Dengtian Tower. Third Prince Shen Qianbai raised the torch in his hand and slowly lit the enormous dragon and phoenix lantern.

As the lantern blazed to life, it instantly illuminated half the sky.

Xiao Jiye and Jiang Yan also stood not far from Song Fu, though both appeared rather uninterested.

“Perhaps I drank too much wine earlier. I’ll be right back.”

Jiang Yan nodded, withdrawing his gaze from Dengtian Tower.

For some reason, at this moment his mind was full of thoughts about that package of crispy candy in Song Fu’s private room.

On such an occasion today, for Song Fu to specifically bring it along, that person must be extremely fond of it.

For a moment he felt remorseful that he had never known this in the past.

Jiang Yan raised his head and looked around, seeing indeed there was a crispy candy shop not far away.

Without a second thought, he walked over. But just as he had gone a short distance, he was suddenly stopped by Jiang Xingjian.

“Where are you going?”

Jiang Yan said: “To the front to look at the flower lanterns.”

Jiang Xingjian was about to tell him to return to the Marquis Residence when he heard a whistling sound come from the distance.

“There’s an assassin. I’m going to find the Fifth Prince.”

Leaving this sentence behind, Jiang Xingjian rushed toward the imperial prayer platform.

Before Jiang Yan could react, he saw a sharp arrow flying straight toward the First Prince on the altar. The First Prince panicked and hurriedly pulled a female official beside him to block the arrow.

“What’s happening? Where did the archer come from? Didn’t we say to have the archer withdraw?”

That female official on the altar wore a fresh green gauze skirt with a brightly colored moon blue cloak draped over her body.

Song Yan couldn’t figure out the situation either. Before he could respond, he was trapped firmly in the crowd by the common people.

“Ah!”

Some timid consort cried out in alarm. Jiang Xingjian broke free from the crowd to look, only to see the sharp arrow pierce through the female official’s head and lodge in the First Prince’s eye socket.

Shen Qianchi rolled on the ground in agony. His hysterical, anguished howls continuously reached the crowd. Someone suddenly shouted that Nanqing was attacking, frightening the commoners who scattered in all directions, crowding together in a mass.

Those who couldn’t dodge in time were trampled underfoot and breathed no more.

Before Dongzhi Gate, a sea of humanity instantly surged. Countless commoners pressed shoulder to shoulder, leg against leg. The palace guards were all blocked in place—no one could move an inch.

Using the cover of night, Xiao Jiye threw his Sunset Bow from the rooftop into the crowd, then concealed himself in the darkness.

With the First Prince struck by an arrow, Jiang Man and Song Yuning on the prayer platform suppressed their shock and each rushed toward their sons, the Third and Fifth Princes. The Fifth Prince, under the protection of a eunuch, was dragging his small body while crying and calling for his imperial mother.

Jiang Man’s heart filled with worry, and she couldn’t help but quicken her pace. Just as she was about to embrace Shen Qianshu, a lowly eunuch suddenly burst from a corner.

That eunuch ran straight toward the Fifth Prince, grabbed him, and jumped off the prayer platform.

“Shu’er!”

Jiang Man’s eyes nearly split with rage. Instinctively she reached out trying to catch the Fifth Prince.

Though falling from the prayer platform wouldn’t be fatal, commoners on the street were continuously surging toward this place, looking extremely dangerous. Jiang Man only saw the eunuch clutch his chest, scramble up from the ground, and quickly slip away, while Shen Qianshu lay on the ground motionless.

The commoners surged closer and closer. The barriers used to separate the crowd were successively pushed down. The Imperial Guards on the outermost perimeter were tightly grasped by the commoners, who feared that if they fell they would be trampled into meat paste.

Seeing no one could save Shen Qianshu, Jiang Man bent her knees, preparing to jump off the altar.

“Your Highness! Your Highness, you cannot go!”

Eunuch Chang grabbed Jiang Man and jumped down himself with a thud.

Jiang Man only saw her child lying on the ground motionless, while behind, countless commoners wanted to climb onto the prayer platform seeking survival. They crowded and pushed forward. She even saw someone heavily step on Shen Qianshu’s leg.

“Imperial Mother…”

The wail of a young child rang out. Jiang Man bit her lip hard. Just as she was preparing to jump down to save him again, she saw Jiang Xingjian break free from the crowd and firmly shelter Shen Qianshu beneath him.

He curled himself into a ball, tucked Shen Qianshu into his embrace, and pressed tightly against the foot of the prayer altar.

Shen Qianshu was firmly wedged between the prayer platform and Jiang Xingjian. His broken leg made him cry incessantly.

Jiang Xingjian gritted his teeth. He only felt people continuously stepping on him to climb onto the platform. Jiang Man was desperately dragged by eunuchs toward the palace direction. In the blink of an eye, she could no longer see the two’s situation.

In the distance, Jiang Yan was also pushed into the flow of people, unable to move. In his panic, a hand reached out from the crowd and grasped him firmly.

“Follow me.”

At this moment, only by climbing to high ground could one escape danger. Xiao Jiye’s expression was stern as he dragged Jiang Yan toward Dengtian Tower.

Jiang Yan had a refined and delicate physique, no match for Xiao Jiye’s tall, imposing, and robust form. In this situation, he had no power to resist. On the other hand, Xiao Jiye charged through recklessly, forging a path for them both.

With great difficulty reaching near Dengtian Tower, Xiao Jiye said: “Find a place ahead and climb up…”

Before his words fell, the two heard a thunderous explosion burst from atop Dengtian Tower.

“Third Prince!”

Jiang Yan cried out in alarm. Xiao Jiye looked up to see a small child’s figure atop Dengtian Tower falling straight down.

Chapter 101: Bright Moon
“Qianbai!”

A massive fireball exploded, scattering sparks everywhere. The burned commoners began fleeing frantically in the opposite direction.

Dengtian Tower was built entirely of nanmu wood. Under the great fire, it quickly ignited, instantly transforming into a tower of flames.

The Third Prince fell from high above. Song Fu was so startled that he stretched out both hands in panic to catch him.

“Lord Song, be careful.”

The burning Dengtian Tower continuously emitted crackling sounds of wood splitting. Wooden blocks fell one after another. Jiang Yan suddenly saw a massive wooden beam falling diagonally from above toward Song Fu’s head.

Without time to react, he flew forward and threw himself over Song Fu, shielding him beneath his body.

He knew how important the Third Prince was to the Song family, but he understood even better how important Song Fu was to that person.

In that person’s heart, even if everyone else in this world died, it still wouldn’t compare to Song Fu being alive.

The massive wooden beam fell extremely fast. Jiang Yan had no time to rise and dodge, so he could only firmly protect Song Fu’s head.

His protective movement was too swift—Xiao Jiye couldn’t even extend his hand to pull him back. Not far away, Shen Qianbai also fell following the flames. Xiao Jiye had no capacity to worry about anything else and could only use his momentum to leap up and catch the Third Prince falling from the rooftop in his arms.

After rescuing him, he discovered that half of Shen Qianbai’s face and body were mangled from the explosion.

“Jiang Yan…”

Without time to think further, after gently setting down the Third Prince to one side, he hurried to check on Jiang Yan. This single glance made Xiao Jiye’s eyes widen in shock.

The massive wooden beam had crashed onto his back. Scattered burning embers mixed with bright red blood splattered everywhere. Jiang Yan lay limply on top of Song Fu, his life or death unknown.

Xiao Jiye stepped forward to push the wooden beam aside, then half-embraced Jiang Yan.

“Jiang Yan, wake up.”

Song Fu was also utterly shocked, extending his hand to check Jiang Yan’s breath.

“Come back to Song Manor with me. The former Director of the Imperial Hospital is currently at my residence.”

Turning to rise and taking Shen Qianbai into his arms, Song Fu saw the wounds on his face and furrowed his brows deeply.

The commoners on the street had not yet dispersed. Everywhere were cries and wails. Xiao Jiye only felt his hands being stained red by warm liquid. For an instant, he didn’t even dare to lower his head to look at Jiang Yan’s expression.

“Ugh…”

Amid the jostling and crowding, Jiang Yan suddenly coughed up a mouthful of fresh blood.

“Hold on a bit longer. We’ll reach Song Manor very soon.”

Xiao Jiye looked down, only to see Jiang Yan gazing calmly at the sweet candy shop before him.

For some reason, seeing this suddenly ignited anger within him.

“Go this way.”

Song Fu pointed to a household. The two vaulted over the wall, nearly frightening the souls out of a couple who had been leaning against their door to prevent the crowd from rushing in.

Song Manor wasn’t far from Dongzhi Gate. Taking the back alleys, they reached the rear courtyard of Song Manor. Song Fu approached the gate and kicked open the corner door.

“The Young Master has returned! The Young Master and the Third Prince have returned!”

The gatekeeper shouted in alarm. Upon hearing that Shen Qianbai was present, a crowd of people rushed forth and surrounded Song Fu.

“Young Master, please hurry. Elder He is in the front hall.”

Over a dozen people poured out from the inner and outer courtyards of Song Manor. The remaining servants had all gone out to search for Song Lan’an and Madam Song. Today was supposed to be the Mid-Autumn Grand Banquet, and the entire household had been outside. Now that chaos had erupted outside while their own master remained unaccounted for, everyone was in a panic.

Fortunately, Song Fu had now returned with Shen Qianbai, giving them some breathing room.

A group of people supported Song Fu and Shen Qianbai as they hurriedly departed, leaving Xiao Jiye and Jiang Yan behind.

Xiao Jiye followed forward, about to lose his temper when Jiang Yan suddenly grabbed his sleeve.

“I want… to see her.”

“Take care of yourself first.”

At a time like this, he was still thinking about that so-called sister-in-law. He truly didn’t know what was in Jiang Yan’s head.

Hearing this, Jiang Yan’s expression became dazed, his eyes revealing sorrow.

He wanted to see her.

Looking up at the bright moon in the sky, Jiang Yan suddenly recalled the day he first met Song Wan.

In his heart, Song Wan was like this pure and noble moon—something one could only gaze upon from afar but could never touch.

Jiang Yan closed his eyes, his expression peaceful and gentle.

Seeing this, Xiao Jiye’s brows shot up, anger filling his heart.

He looked around and, seeing no one nearby, steeled himself and carried Jiang Yan over the decorative gate.

In the inner residence of Song Manor, only one courtyard had no lamps lit in its rooms. With no servants guarding it now, he guessed this must be Song Wan’s chamber. After a moment’s thought, he vaulted inside.

The young lady’s boudoir was filled with delicate trinkets everywhere. Xiao Jiye swept aside the beaded curtain on the door and placed Jiang Yan on the young lady’s embroidered bed.

“Wait here. I’ll go find a physician.”

Taking out a fire starter from his sleeve, he lit the candle on the table, then Xiao Jiye withdrew from the room.

The dim candlelight flickered unsteadily. Jiang Yan touched the bedding beneath him and slowly revealed a smile.

This was her chamber—he knew it.

Her belongings were just like her person. Though cold and dignified on the surface, upon closer examination, one could always glimpse a tenderness that ordinary people found difficult to perceive.

Three or four fragrant pillows lay on the young lady’s embroidered bed. Jiang Yan reached out to gently stroke them, yet didn’t dare truly touch them.

Not until he felt the blood from his body gradually soaking through the bedding beneath him did a trace of remorse appear in his eyes.

In the end, he had soiled her things.

Though this room had been unoccupied for a long time, servants came to clean it at intervals. Lying within, Jiang Yan could still smell a faint floral fragrance.

This floral scent felt both familiar and strange to him.

In a daze, Jiang Yan seemed to see the young Song Wan.

The day he first met Song Wan, Concubine Liu had once again, as usual, forced him to go before Madam to show filial piety.

At that time, news of the Old Marquis and Jiang Xingjian’s misfortune at the border had just arrived. The entire marquis manor was shrouded in sorrow, yet only the corners of Concubine Liu’s lips lifted day after day, unable to be suppressed.

When the Old Marquis was alive, she would occasionally torment him, making him frame Concubine Zhou or Concubine Zheng with his injuries. Or, with the intention of making the Marquis pity his illegitimate son, she would deliberately leave him outside in winter, or use various things to injure his hands and feet, seeking to lure the Marquis to her courtyard.

This tactic had always worked before. But after the Old Marquis discovered that each month he was either ill or constantly injured, he finally saw through Concubine Liu’s intentions.

Jiang Yan knew the Old Marquis truly had some father-son affection for him. It was precisely because of this that he gradually distanced himself from their mother and son.

But he had been wrong.

Previously, whenever the Marquis visited Concubine Liu’s courtyard, she would always lament that he had some use. Thus, for the next three or four days, when Concubine Liu was in good spirits, she would spare him, give him some food, or show him a pleasant expression.

But when Concubine Liu discovered he was no longer useful and could no longer attract the Marquis’s attention through tormenting him, his days truly became difficult.

Concubine Liu went mad, intensifying her torment of him. At first, it was to gain the Old Marquis’s attention; later, it was to vent her private grievances. This situation only ended when news arrived from the border of the Marquis and heir’s deaths in battle.

That period was the most comfortable time Jiang Yan had before meeting Song Wan.

His birth mother held him daily, saying he was well-behaved and intelligent, saying he was extraordinarily talented.

In his limited memories, the only time Concubine Liu made him clothing was during that period.

Back then, he would think that he could finally be like Jiang Yi and Jiang Xing—cared for by his birth mother, constantly protected and comforted in her embrace.

He thought the heavens had finally heard his daily prayers, causing Concubine Liu to reform and become like Concubine Zhou or Concubine Zheng.

But that was not the truth.

The truth was that one’s innate nature could never change, no matter what.

With Chengyang Marquis Manor suddenly losing both the Marquis and the heir, he became the person most likely to inherit the title.

Concubine Liu’s daily smiles were merely to make him curry favor with Madam and Old Madam. She even hoped Madam would show great mercy and register him under her name, allowing him to become legitimate in one stroke and rightfully grasp Chengyang Marquis Manor in his hands.

Thinking of this, a mocking smile appeared at the corners of Jiang Yan’s lips.

Liu Zhu was indeed a fool—a fool who habitually indulged in fantasies.

To make him curry favor with Madam, Liu Zhu had somehow obtained Jiang Xingjian’s clothing for him to wear, then made him go pour tea for Madam.

Jiang Yan still remembered that upon seeing him that day, Madam had frozen in place. After a long while, she grabbed the hot tea from the tray and hurled it viciously at his head.

“Little beast, you think now that my Yi’er is gone, you can take his place? Dream on!”

“Vile thing born of lowliness, presuming to impersonate my Yi’er? Why don’t you take a piss and look at yourself—are you worthy?”

The scalding tea water poured over his head. Jiang Yan was both in pain and frightened, crying as he returned to Concubine Liu’s room.

“Concubine Mother, Madam doesn’t like this child dressed like this. This child never wants to dress like this again.”

Jiang Yan cried as he removed the clothing, blood flowing from his head. The bright red blood covered his eyes, preventing him from clearly seeing Concubine Liu’s expression. Just as he raised his hand to wipe away the blood on his face, Jiang Yan felt sharp pain on his scalded cheek.

Liu Zhu swung her arm in a full arc and slapped him across the face: “Little beast, do you know how much effort I spent to obtain these clothes? You say you’ll take them off, so you take them off—why don’t you peel off that layer of rotten skin while you’re at it?”

Sharp nails dug into Jiang Yan’s cheek. Jiang Yan only felt as if the skin on his face was being torn off alive.

“Beastly whelp, I see your wings have hardened—you dare disobey even my words? Go apologize to Madam. If Madam doesn’t forgive you, then kneel at Jiangxiang Courtyard until you die. I’d like to see whether Old Madam will care about this sole seedling in the manor.”

Liu Zhu grabbed Jiang Yan’s ear and threw him directly out the door.

Qing Zhai stood to the side. Seeing her young master covered in wounds from head to face, she too began crying.

Being assigned to the second household meant she was a servant born into the family without much background. She could only watch as Concubine Liu beat and scolded her master daily, yet didn’t know how to intervene.

“Young Master, let this servant wipe you clean… If the manor’s servants see, Old Madam will have words.”

Jiang Yan pressed his lips together, his eyes full of panic.

Concubine Mother had been getting better, but today, for some reason, she had reverted to how she was before.

Jiang Yan timidly lowered his head, looking at his slightly curved fingers, suddenly recalling the last time Concubine Mother was like this, forcefully smashing an ink stone onto his hand.

She had intended to make the Marquis feel sorry for him and come check on him, but who would have thought that upon just seeing the Marquis, he merely praised her for taking good care of him recently, and Concubine Liu never mentioned his hand injury again.

“Young Master.”

Qing Zhai wanted to step forward and take Jiang Yan’s hand, but he pushed her away.

“No one cares.”

No one cared whether he was injured or whether it hurt.

Jiang Yan pushed Qing Zhai away and ran out of Concubine Liu’s courtyard alone.

He was going to find his uncle. Uncle should still care about him.

Jiang Yan ran out of the inner courtyard straight toward the servants’ quarters where Liu Chengxiang stayed. But before he could even enter, he heard Liu Chengxiang say inside the room: “Both the old and young are dead. As long as we keep Liu Zhu happy, won’t this marquis manor eventually be ours?”

Liu Chengxiang’s wife lowered her eyes and said: “No matter how much you humor your sister, she shouldn’t treat Second Young Master like that. I see her beating him to death every day. What if something happens?”

“Second Young Master might grow up and resent her later, and you’ll be implicated too.”

“Don’t worry, that won’t happen.”

Liu Chengxiang laughed heartily: “That useless thing acts like he’s never been weaned, following behind Liu Zhu every day calling ‘Concubine Mother, Concubine Mother.’ If Liu Zhu so much as shows him a pleasant expression, he’d be happy enough to kneel down and lick her feet.”

“That thing has the temperament of a dog—the harder you beat him, the closer he gets to Liu Zhu.”

“You’re full of shit! I’ve never seen you beat our Liansheng like that!”

Liu Chengxiang glared at her: “Our Liansheng is nothing like that shameless wretch who won’t go away no matter how you beat him.”

Jiang Yan stood dumbly outside the door, never knowing his uncle saw him this way.

In the past, Uncle had clearly been very good to him, bringing him pastries from outside, occasionally giving him two pieces of candy.

In his memories, the candy Uncle gave was always very sweet…

Jiang Yan jumped down from the steps and stumbled into the artificial mountain in a daze.

He didn’t like the marquis manor. He didn’t like Old Madam, didn’t like Mother Jiang, and didn’t like Concubine Zhou or Concubine Zheng even more. He also didn’t like any of the manor’s illegitimate sons.

He knew he couldn’t compare to Jiang Yi, but why was it that among fellow illegitimate children, Jiang Jing, Jiang Xing, and Jiang Ang all lived better than him?

He had seen Jiang Jing chasing butterflies in the courtyard. When she grew tired, Concubine Zhou would hold her and laugh.

Concubine Zhou’s laughter was very gentle. She would even tie Jiang Jing’s hair in the courtyard when she was young.

Concubine Zhou had also tied his hair once, but he didn’t dare see her often.

He feared that seeing Concubine Zhou too much would make him hate Liu Zhu.

Concubine Zheng was also very good to Jiang Ang. Jiang Ang was still small, and she would carry him wherever she went. Jiang Yan had even seen Concubine Zheng bend down and gently kiss Jiang Ang’s cheek.

Concubine Liu had never been affectionate with him. Concubine Liu had never combed his hair for him.

In that moment, Jiang Yan finally understood he was different.

He was different from Jiang Yi, who was legitimate-born and enjoyed boundless love. He was also different from the other illegitimate children who had their concubine mothers’ affection.

Jiang Yan climbed over the artificial mountain crying, desperately wanting to leave the marquis manor.

He wanted to find someone like himself—someone who suffered as he did, someone no one cared about or paid attention to.

But the marquis manor was too large. Jiang Yan climbed along the artificial mountain for a long time but still couldn’t see the scenery outside.

He sat dejectedly against the base of the wall, finally unable to hold back his wailing sobs.

“Who’s there?”

A girl’s light, delicate voice came from the other side of the wall. Hearing this, Jiang Yan cried out: “Who are you?”

The other side fell silent. Jiang Yan suddenly felt afraid this person would also leave him.

After a long silence, he finally heard her say: “I am Jiang Yi’s widow.”

“So you’re my sister-in-law.”

A few days ago, a young lady carrying a memorial tablet had married into the manor—he knew about it.

He envied Jiang Yi greatly. In life, Jiang Yi had been loved; in death, someone still remembered him.

Jiang Yan thought that if he died, certainly no one would care. It would be like withered winter grass slowly rotting into mud, unable to create even the slightest ripple in anyone’s heart.

Thinking of this, he cried again.

On the other side of the wall, Song Wan softly spoke: “Are you Jiang Yan?”

Chapter 102: Embrace
“You know me?”

Jiang Yan sat up straight, his eyes revealing hope.

“I do.”

She knew everyone in the Jiang family. Among those of similar age to her who called her sister-in-law, only Jiang Yan fit.

“Why are you crying?”

Song Wan stood by the wall and inquired in a low voice.

She had not been at the marquis manor keeping her widow’s vigil for long, yet found the time unbearably slow.

The vast Lanting Courtyard housed only her and a few servants, making Song Wan quite uncomfortable. If not for this, she would not have been wandering the courtyard tonight and encountered Jiang Yan.

“Why am I crying?”

Jiang Yan murmured in repetition, then said with a sobbing voice: “I cry because I was born different from everyone else, and I cry because no one in this world cherishes or loves me.”

“I cry because in Madam’s eyes, there is only Jiang Yi—she never cares whether I live or die.”

“I cry because Liu Chengxiang is my maternal blood uncle, yet his heart only seeks to profit from me.”

“I cry because Concubine Mother has no genuine feelings, never treating me as her own child, only using me as a bargaining chip to manipulate Father.”

“I cry because I know others have no heart for me, yet I still pray they will treat me sincerely.”

“I cry because everyone else in the world shares deep mother-child bonds, yet only Concubine Liu is cruel and ruthless, showing no mercy.”

“I cry because I know she treats me harshly, yet I’m bound by blood ties and don’t know how to break free.”

“I cry because even though I know she is terrible in every way, I cannot escape the shackles and extortion of filial piety.”

Jiang Yan extended one hand through the drainage opening. The youth’s slender white palm was stained with mud mixed with blood. Song Wan didn’t know what he was thinking, but he forcefully crawled through that drainage opening.

The drainage tunnel was narrow and cramped. With his head covered in blood, Jiang Yan cried as he walked before her.

Song Wan was startled by him and hastily retreated seven or eight steps.

“You are my sister-in-law. Teach me—what should I do?”

Covered in mud, Jiang Yan’s entire face was a mess from crying. As he spoke, tears the size of beans continuously rolled down his cheeks.

The youth just over ten years old was actually half a head shorter than her.

Song Wan furrowed her brows. She had wanted to say he was not only overstepping boundaries but also extremely improper. However, seeing his head covered in blood, she couldn’t help but feel compassion.

“Come with me.”

Bringing him into Longxiang Pavilion courtyard, Song Wan said: “Wait here for me.”

She entered the room and brought out a large lacquered tray, carefully placing it before Jiang Yan. Behind her, Heng Zhi followed, holding a brass plate in her hands.

“Second Young Master Yan, this servant will clean your face.”

Heng Zhi stepped forward to wipe clean the dirt on Jiang Yan’s head, then carefully applied hemostatic and anti-swelling powder to promote healing. After completing all this, she retreated to a short distance away.

Song Wan stood under the corridor lantern, her gaze calm as she looked at him.

Jiang Yan only saw the young lady before him appear dignified and graceful. She stood in the brightest place in the courtyard, momentarily making it impossible to look away.

Song Wan pressed her lips together slightly. After thinking for a moment, she said softly: “If no one in the world loves you, then love yourself. Why indulge in greed, anger, and delusion for others, allowing love and hatred to disturb your own peace of mind?”

“Moreover, others’ love is not in your own hands. If someone loves you today, they may not love you every day. If they love you today, you feel joy and delight. If they don’t love you tomorrow, you feel resentment and sorrow. In the end, you cease to be yourself, and they cease to be themselves—what is the point?”

“As for what you said about Concubine Liu…”

Song Wan furrowed her brows, unwilling to involve herself in their mother-son affairs.

As the saying goes, outsiders should not interfere in family matters. How could she, an outsider, speak ill of Jiang Yan’s birth mother?

But when Song Wan looked up and saw Jiang Yan staring intently at her, his eyes full of desperate longing for salvation, she finally couldn’t help but say: “The world bustles—all for profit. Even blood relatives cannot escape this.”

Jiang Yan pressed his head, his eyes red as he said: “But she is my birth mother. She should cherish me, love me, protect me, and be affectionate with me. All mothers under heaven treat their children this way—why is she alone different?”

“We share the same blood. She shouldn’t treat me like this.”

Lying on the bed, Jiang Yan gazed at the bed curtains strung with small pink beads before him, his heart aching.

Back then, he had been young and thought Song Wan was learned from childhood. But those words, thinking about them now, must have also been questions in her own heart.

In time unknown to others, Jiang Yan guessed she must have read through many books to find answers that could convince herself.

He remembered that Song Wan had fallen silent for a long while before saying faintly: “It is commonly said that between birth and raising, their kindness is equal.”

“Although Concubine Liu gave you life, if she never raised you, this kindness must be halved.”

“Since the kindness is halved, it seems the filial piety in your heart should also be divided, with half given to the nanny who fed and raised you.”

Jiang Yan blinked blankly, understanding what she meant—that he could halve his filial devotion to Concubine Liu.

“The books also say: ‘True friendship lies in mutual understanding; why must it be between flesh and blood?'”

Song Wan clutched the embroidered handkerchief in her hand, her eyes also showing traces of confusion.

Strangers may not be incapable of understanding and trusting each other. Blood relatives, perhaps, need not necessarily be close.

“You say you’re bound by blood ties and don’t know how to break free, yet why don’t you consider that it’s not blood ties binding you, but rather you willingly submitting to their extortion?”

Taking a book from the lacquered tray, Song Wan handed it to Jiang Yan: “I give this to you.”

Jiang Yan opened it dazedly, only to see one page covered with densely packed annotations in red characters.

He looked carefully and discovered it was from “Lunheng, Chapter on the Nature of Things.”

Jiang Yan stared at it for a long time and finally felt at peace.

Yet he didn’t know what he should do to escape his current predicament. He stared into Song Wan’s eyes, asking dumbly.

Song Wan thought for a moment and said: “Cultivate your character, study to understand principles, and become a learned gentleman.”

“When you can look up without shame before heaven and look down without guilt before others, when your mind is undistracted and cannot be swayed by external temptations, you will probably be able to act as you wish, proceeding without obstacles.”

Jiang Yan contemplated for a moment and nodded in agreement.

Sister-in-law’s meaning should be that when he bore the distinguished reputation of a gentleman, even if he occasionally acted like a petty person, no one would dare say anything.

Jiang Yan raised his head, feeling that Song Wan was not only learned but also exceptionally gentle.

He looked at the young lady under the lamplight, his emotions stirring again and again.

Jiang Yan stood dazed in place. Song Wan, seeing his frail form and pale complexion, had Heng Zhi bring him a bowl of the blood-nourishing and energy-replenishing soup that Nanny Zhao was drinking.

The soup was fishy and bitter. Jiang Yan drank until his tongue went numb.

“It is rather bitter. Eat this.”

For the first time, Song Wan extended her hand and gave Jiang Yan a piece of amber-colored rock sugar wrapped in oiled paper.

Jiang Yan knew of this item. This thing was called rock sugar and was only sold in Lingnan. He had only seen Jiang Xingjian eat it before but had never received even half a piece himself.

Unwrapping one piece and placing it in his mouth, Jiang Yan said with reddened eyes: “Can Yan’er come find sister-in-law again in the future?”

Song Wan shook her head: “It would not be proper.”

Jiang Yan held the rock sugar in one hand and the book in the other, murmuring in a low voice: “It’s only improper, not that you dislike Yan’er?”

“Why would I dislike you?”

Song Wan smiled faintly with pressed lips: “No matter who they are, as long as they know good from evil, understand when to advance and retreat, act honorably and maintain a gentleman’s demeanor, they will be liked by others.”

“Does sister-in-law also like such people?”

“Naturally.”

Like…

Jiang Yan lowered his head, a shallow smile curving at his lips.

So as long as he became a gentleman, sister-in-law would like him.

Jiang Yan tightly clutched the book in his hand, his expression devout and earnest: “After today, I will certainly study hard, cultivate my character, and become a gentleman.”

Song Wan smiled gently and nodded.

When leaving, Song Wan followed behind him, seeing him all the way to the corner gate. Jiang Yan looked back several times, gazing reluctantly at the young lady under the lantern.

The burn mark from the tea water on his face showed red swelling. Song Wan looked at the nail marks and spoke: “Unbending hardness without flexibility brings no advantage; the reverse is also true. If you are always compliant and can be bullied, it will only make the abuser become increasingly excessive. Although you were born to Concubine Liu, you should also firmly remember your own status.”

“You are the master; she is the servant. For a subordinate to offend a superior is an unforgivable crime.”

“Next time, don’t let her lay hands on you again.”

Jiang Yan said in a low voice with reddened eyes: “May I do that?”

Song Wan nodded firmly: “Of course you may.”

That day’s Song Wan was unlike how he saw her later.

Jiang Yan used his finger to lightly hook the decorative knot tassel hanging at the head of the bed and held it in his palm.

This tassel was tied methodically yet with slightly immature technique—it must have been made by Song Wan for fun in her youth.

He carefully traced over what seemed to be faded marks on it, delightedly placing it in his embrace.

Jiang Yan knew he shouldn’t do this. This action was not the way of a gentleman.

But in this lifetime, he probably could never become a gentleman.

If possible, he only hoped to be a gentleman in Song Wan’s eyes. That someday when she thought of him, she could sigh lightly that Second Young Master was honorable—that would be enough.

“In here.”

Xiao Jiye entered with Song Fu and the Director of the Imperial Hospital. Jiang Yan slowly raised his eyes and smiled at him: “My belongings—leave them for her.”

Given his status, he had nothing he could give Song Wan except the businesses and silver he had accumulated with Xiao Jiye outside the manor. Jiang Yan knew she definitely wouldn’t accept it, but he was still afraid.

He feared hardship for women, especially for her who had already married out.

The Third Prince’s situation was not good. He feared that in the future, Jiang Xingjian would not treat her well.

As the saying goes, the road of life is difficult to walk without money as your horse. Though copper stench was like dung to her, having silver would at least ensure she had food and clothing.

Jiang Yan trusted Xiao Jiye. Though his actions were rather arrogant, still…

He trusted him.

Seeing Xiao Jiye nod, Jiang Yan closed his eyes.

He heard Song Fu continuously calling his name and also heard the physician say they could not remain here.

Jiang Yan only felt unbearable pain throughout his body and could no longer hold on, fainting.

“There are no medicines here. Bring him to this old one’s medical lodge.”

The white-bearded elder stuffed a red pill into Jiang Yan’s mouth, then instructed Song Fu to take him away.

Xiao Jiye had wanted to follow and leave, but was held back by Song Fu: “Jiang Yan, he…”

Why would Jiang Yan save him?

Today, Qianbai’s severe injury must have involved the marquis manor’s machinations, so why would Jiang Yan risk his life to save him?

Seeing that Jiang Yan had already been carried away, Xiao Jiye lowered his eyes and said: “What is it?”

Song Fu pressed his lips together. Thinking the other party probably didn’t know Jiang Yan’s thoughts either, he released his hand.

“Second Young Master Yan’s great kindness—Song Fu will never forget it in this lifetime and will certainly repay it in the future. But today, chaos abounds and I cannot leave the manor, so I can only trouble you, worthy brother, to look after him on my behalf.”

Xiao Jiye cupped his fists: “Lord Song, rest assured. Second Young Master is a friend of mine. I will naturally care for him properly.”

With that said, he strode out with large steps.

Song Fu watched their retreating figures, his heart uneasy.

“Go to the marquis manor to find someone. You must inform Wan’er of today’s events. If the marquis manor obstructs you, bring her directly back to the manor, at any cost.”

The servant beside him nodded and hurried to find people in the manor.

Earlier, the household servants had all scattered to search for the family head and his wife, so it took some time. By the time everyone reached Chengyang Marquis Manor, the entire marquis manor was guarded tightly by servants—not even a fly could enter.

Jiang Xingjian and Shen Qianshu had been carried back to the marquis manor. Upon returning, he immediately had people guard both the main gate and the inner residence.

Today’s events were too strange. The Third Prince had been plotted against by the First Prince due to Imperial Consort Jiang’s instigation, while Qianshu was injured at Song Yuning’s hands.

But who were the people who shot and killed the First Prince?

Though Jiang Xingjian’s first thought was the Eastern Palace, upon reflection, it seemed illogical. Even if that cripple in the Eastern Palace suddenly recovered, why would he act against Shen Qianchi?

“Master, how are you?”

“I’m… fine.”

The manor physician had just examined him—he had at least six or seven fractures. Lightly pressing his chest, Jiang Xingjian only felt pain everywhere in his body.

“Tell Mother that it’s time at Grandmother’s side. Also…”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes. After contemplating for a moment, he said: “Carefully guard Lanting Courtyard. Don’t let Madam be alarmed by today’s events.”

He didn’t want Song Wan to know about today’s events. Her temperament was fierce—if she learned of them, the two of them would certainly sever ties and become enemies.

Biting his lip hard to endure the pain, Jiang Xingjian’s heart was full of turmoil.

Though he had long known this day would come, why did he feel such panic when this situation arrived?

“This one understands.”

“Send Shu’er to my room. Today, you must protect the Fifth Prince at all costs.”

The mastermind behind shooting the First Prince had not yet been found. He could not act rashly. Today, outside was in chaos and the palace gates would certainly be closed. No matter what, he had to keep Shu’er safe and sound until the day of return to the palace.

Thinking of Shen Qianshu’s severed leg, Jiang Xingjian’s heart filled with worry.

Now he could only hope that Shen Qianbai would either die or be crippled. Otherwise, everything he had previously schemed would be in vain…

Under guard, the inner residence of the marquis manor was utterly quiet. Song Wan still didn’t know anything that had happened outside. She only vaguely heard that tonight was rather noisy, but thinking that today was Mid-Autumn and commoners were all outside admiring lanterns and enjoying themselves, she felt it was normal.

“Miss, are you feeling better?”

Song Wan nodded.

Actually, not long after Jiang Xingjian left the marquis manor, she felt the pain in her abdomen gradually ease. In less than half an hour, it no longer hurt.

“I haven’t seen Elder Brother or Aunt. I wonder if they will worry about me.”

Song Wan half-reclined on the embroidered daybed, her tone melancholy.

At the mention of Song Fu, Heng Zhi felt uncomfortable for an instant but quickly recovered.

The master and three servants were arranging flower lanterns in the room when they suddenly heard a clicking sound at the window.

Song Wan turned to look and was nearly frightened to tears by Lin Jiayue.

Everyone saw her disheveled, with one hand and one foot clinging to the window, climbing bizarrely into the room.

“Don’t make a sound. Come help me.”

She looked up and saw Song Wan, Heng Zhi, and the others staring dumbly at her, so she called out in a suppressed voice.

“Go help.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu hurried forward to assist her inside. But as soon as Lin Jiayue entered the room, she blew out the candles and sat alone beneath the embroidered daybed.

Seeing this action, Song Wan knew she didn’t want anyone to discover her presence.

Were there people outside?

“What happened?”

Her expression turned stern as she immediately became alert.

Lin Jiayue sat on the floor, quietly looking at her. After a moment of silence, she said: “You didn’t go to view the lanterns today—what was the reason?”

Seeing that she had painstakingly climbed through the window just to ask such nonsense, Heng Wu couldn’t help but feel annoyed: “Isn’t it because you recklessly sold off servants in the manor, causing problems in the small kitchen that resulted in our miss being poisoned by a clumsy maid?”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue smiled faintly: “So it wasn’t your own initiative to stay behind.”

She didn’t believe such coincidences existed in this world. If it wasn’t Song Wan’s own idea, then it must have been Jiang Xingjian’s.

He must have known something would happen outside tonight, so he deliberately kept Song Wan behind to protect her.

Thinking of this, Lin Jiayue let out a snort of laughter, even laughing to tears.

After her foolish laughter, she looked at Song Wan and said: “Do you know? Tonight, something terrible happened outside. Many people died—so many, many people…”

Chapter 103: Severing Ties
“What happened?”

Song Wan furrowed her brows, her heart suddenly alarmed.

Today was the Mid-Autumn Grand Banquet—all the princes would be attending. For chaos to erupt, something major must have occurred.

Song Wan looked anxiously at Lin Jiayue, only to hear her say: “I have a maid in my room named Qing Hong. She, well…”

Slowly raising her eyes to look at Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, Lin Jiayue felt a sourness in her heart.

She considered herself to have treated Qian Bi and Qing Hong rather well, but compared to Heng Zhi and Heng Wu by Song Wan’s side, she fell far short.

Those two maids—not one of them turned traitor.

“She’s habitually lazy and shirks work. Today being a festival, her brother who serves in the outer courtyard went out to see the lanterns. Her thoughts became active. Seeing how anxiously impatient she looked annoyed me, so I let her go out and enjoy herself. But who knew that shortly after, she came running back saying people had died outside.”

“Her brother said Dengtian Tower somehow caught fire, and then a stampede occurred. He arrived late and couldn’t get close to look, which is how he managed to save his life.”

Dengtian Tower!

Song Wan suddenly stood up.

Qianbai was lighting lanterns today—he must have been atop Dengtian Tower.

“Thank you for telling me this.”

Taking out her outer robe and draping it over herself, Song Wan said: “I’m going to find Jiang Xingjian. Shall I escort you back to Xiuyan Pavilion?”

“I can return by myself.”

Lin Jiayue looked at Song Wan’s composed expression and suddenly spoke with a choked voice: “You mistakenly ingested something today—he definitely did it deliberately to protect you. So no matter what happened, he knew about it beforehand.”

Song Wan said: “I know.”

“Then do you know that he was originally going to take me to view the lanterns today? He even sent me a set of alarmingly green clothing.”

Lin Jiayue cried and laughed: “The kind of green you could spot with one glance even at night.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together: “What do you intend to do?”

Reaching into her bosom to feel around, Lin Jiayue pulled out a dagger. Seeing this, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu instantly shielded Song Wan behind them.

“This thing is for you. Some outcomes are what he deserves.”

With reddened eyes, she handed the dagger to Song Wan. Lin Jiayue said: “For your protection. If possible, stab him a couple extra times for me.”

“You…”

Taking the dagger, Song Wan suddenly felt unable to bear it: “Do you know that he and Huai Su…”

“I know.”

She lived in the same courtyard as Huai Su—how could she not know what had transpired between them? It was just that previously she had deceived herself and refused to believe it. Now she simply no longer cared.

Lin Jiayue gathered her hair and turned to climb out the window again. Song Wan hesitated briefly before speaking: “If you wish to leave the marquis manor, I can help you restore your commoner status.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

Her movements were awkward as she lay sprawled on the embroidered daybed, just like her circumstances since entering the marquis manor.

“I cannot leave, nor can I leave.”

“Here are sins I’ve committed and debts others owe me. Until crimes are atoned for and karmic fruits obtained, I cannot go, nor will I go.”

Lin Jiayue left. Song Wan gripped the dagger and said to Heng Zhi and Heng Wu: “Go change clothes. I’m going to ask Jiang Xingjian exactly what he did to Qianbai.”

The master and two servants carried lanterns as they walked out of Lanting Courtyard.

Just as they exited the courtyard gate, a matron came to stop them and ask what business they had. Seeing this, Heng Wu without a word swung a club at the matron’s head.

“Aiyo…”

“Scram! Don’t block my young lady’s path.”

“Someone’s hitting people! Come quick!”

The matron shouted loudly, but Song Wan said: “You need not waste your energy. I have matters to discuss with Jiang Xingjian. You cannot stop me.”

She stepped forward. The matron tried to grab her legs but was kicked aside by Heng Zhi.

“All of you stand down. Since you dare not harm me, why suffer beatings for nothing?”

After Song Wan finished speaking, she strode toward Jiang Xingjian’s study.

A group of matrons looked at each other in confusion and stopped.

They indeed dared not truly harm Song Wan.

The Marquis had only said not to let Madam leave Lanting Courtyard but hadn’t specified how to stop her. If they injured Madam, they feared they would be held fully accountable.

Everyone dared not act rashly and could only watch Song Wan leave.

Walking to Jiang Xingjian’s study, Song Wan gently pushed open the door.

Inside, Jiang Xingjian was bare-chested, his body covered with bone-setting medicinal plasters. Seeing her enter, the man hastily reached for clothing beside him, but with just one movement, he furrowed his brows deeply in pain.

The Fifth Prince slept on the inner daybed, both legs bound with wooden splints. Song Wan’s gaze swept past Shen Qianshu as she said in a cold voice: “What did you do to Qianbai?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together and said nothing.

“How is Qianbai now?”

“I don’t know.”

Jiang Xingjian said: “Today there was great chaos outside. The First Prince, Third Prince, and Fifth Prince were all severely injured. I don’t know the Third Prince’s current condition.”

“Who was responsible for the First Prince’s injury?”

“I don’t know.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes: “I’ve always known the Third and Fifth Princes would inevitably compete, but what’s laughable is that I always took you for an upright gentleman. Yet who would have thought your conduct would become increasingly disgraceful?”

“Setting aside those absurd things you’ve done in the manor, just speaking of today—how could you strike at Qianbai?”

“He’s barely ten years old!”

Jiang Xingjian bit his teeth, his tone urgent: “Then what about Shu’er? Do you think your Song family’s conduct is so honorable? Didn’t Song Yuning have someone carry Shu’er and jump from a high platform? If not for me today, Shu’er would have been trampled into a pulp. Why don’t you say that Shu’er is barely six years old?”

Song Wan’s expression was icy: “Aunt and Imperial Consort Jiang must compete—this cannot be avoided. When Imperial Consort Jiang suppressed me to seize the heir apparent position, did I ever take my resentment out on you because of this? Have I ever harbored any malice toward the Fifth Prince?”

“Husband and wife are one body. Even if the Third and Fifth must compete, I have always kept the marquis manor in my heart. But what has Chengyang Marquis Manor done?”

“How Imperial Consort Jiang and Aunt scheme against each other, I don’t interfere. But Jiang Xingjian, you should always know that the day you strike at Qianbai is the day you and I sever all ties.”

Song Wan threw the white jade plum blossom hairpin before Jiang Xingjian and turned to leave.

The jade hairpin shattered with a crisp sound. Jiang Xingjian looked at Song Wan’s resolute departing figure and suddenly panicked.

“Wan’er…”

Having just stood up, Jiang Xingjian suddenly fell forward from a bout of intense pain. Song Wan couldn’t dodge in time and was caught in his full embrace.

Jiang Xingjian was about to explain when he let out a muffled groan.

“You…”

Song Wan gripped the dagger in her hand, her eyes revealing faint panic.

Though she was afraid, her hand was extremely steady and firm. Jiang Xingjian looked down at his abdomen—she had shown not the slightest mercy, driving the entire dagger deeply into his belly.

“You want me dead? You hate me this much?”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes were bloodshot, full of disbelief.

His wife, the young lady he had accompanied and watched grow up since childhood, wished him dead?

Warm blood dripped along the dagger onto the ground. Song Wan released her grip and retreated in panic. Seeing this, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu hurried to support her. The master and two servants stood in the corner, quietly watching Jiang Xingjian lying on the ground with his piercing gaze.

“Jiang Xingjian, today you and I sever all ties. I only wish we never meet again in this lifetime.”

She was going to leave the marquis manor. She would never forgive anyone who had harmed Aunt or Elder Brother.

“Someone come!”

Jiang Xingjian shouted explosively. Song Yan hurried inside and, seeing her master lying in a pool of blood, was nearly frightened out of her wits.

Jiang Xingjian bit his teeth and said in a deep voice: “Stop Madam. Absolutely do not let her take even half a step out of the marquis manor.”

Chapter 104: Severing Righteousness
A group of matrons from the marquis manor suddenly surrounded Song Wan, yet they dared not lay hands on her.

After all, she was the Marquis’s wife. Though matters had deteriorated to such an unseemly state with the Marquis, no one knew how Jiang Xingjian intended to deal with her. Moreover, even if the marquis manor couldn’t tolerate her, the Song family behind her was not something a group of servants could afford to offend.

For a time, Song Wan’s trio and the marquis manor’s servants remained in a stalemate. Song Wan simply strode toward the outer courtyard while the matrons formed a circle, following and advising her from neither too close nor too far.

“Madam, think thrice—ahead lies the outer courtyard.”

Walking to the decorative gate, Song Wan looked at the wall separating inner from outer and stopped in her tracks.

Just a wall, yet it had isolated her entire eighteen years of life. Whether in her maiden chamber or after marrying into the marquis manor, she had never once crossed this gate alone.

Song Wan subconsciously tightened her grip on her skirt, her heart suddenly clear.

“Madam, don’t quarrel with the Marquis anymore. The outer courtyard is not a place you can go. Outside are all male servants and attendants. If you were to encounter outside men, what would Madam do?”

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi also pressed her lips together, unable to make a decision.

“Let’s go.”

Song Wan gripped her skirt tightly and finally took her first step forward.

If she dared not even leave the inner courtyard of the marquis manor today, how could she speak of not burdening Aunt and Elder Brother in the future?

“Madam has left the courtyard—male servants, stand aside.”

Seeing that she had truly left the inner courtyard, the matrons either blocked or cleared the area. Some even ran frantically to the inner residence to fetch a veiled hat for Song Wan.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu held washing clubs used by laundry maids, trembling as they guarded Song Wan’s sides.

Just as everyone remained locked in confrontation, four bell tolls suddenly rang through the manor.

Song Wan’s steps halted as she looked toward Fuhe Hall.

Someone shouted that Old Madam had passed, and several matrons suddenly began wailing.

Song Wan was also somewhat surprised. Though she knew Old Madam’s health had long been failing, she hadn’t expected her to pass today.

She pressed her lips slightly and finally bit out the word “go.”

The servants surrounding her exchanged glances, with half running toward Fuhe Hall.

“Madam, please return with this old servant. The outer courtyard truly isn’t a place you can go. Where could you go today anyway? The manor has no carriage or horses, and outside is in complete chaos. Once you leave this gate, it will be dangerous.”

“That’s right, Madam, please return with this old servant.”

Matron Liang and Qi Shun’s wife had always respected her. She had shown them kindness, and now they couldn’t bear to see Song Wan create an unmanageable situation.

While they continued their earnest persuasion, sounds of fighting suddenly rang out at the marquis manor’s main gate.

Though the two groups entangled fiercely, neither side dared truly injure anyone. Thus, though the shouting was loud and the cursing spirited, it was merely thunder with little rain.

After nearly an hour of struggle, Song Manor’s servants and matrons finally fought their way to the marquis manor’s gate.

The commotion on Song Wan’s side was also intense. Several matrons’ noisy quarreling was heard by the Song Manor people. Everyone saw a stout-bodied woman suddenly push aside the gatekeeper and rush crying into the marquis manor.

“Young Miss, this old servant has come to rescue you!”

Hearing this, the Song Manor people seemed to draw courage from their hearts. Only then did they let loose their hands and feet, wielding wooden clubs, rakes, and other implements, striking hard at the marquis manor’s people.

“Strike back! The Marquis said absolutely do not let Madam leave the marquis manor even half a step!”

As soon as these words fell, the two groups that had previously seemed to be playing suddenly drew blood and showed red.

Song Wan was surrounded in the middle by Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and five or six Song family matrons. One matron placed a veiled hat on her, carefully protecting her. However, the marquis manor ultimately had more people. Before long, Song Wan and the Song Manor servants were forced to retreat back to the inner courtyard.

Jiang Xingjian was carried out by several servants. Seeing this situation, his eyes darkened deeply.

“Wan’er, come back.”

He regretted it. He didn’t want to let her go.

“Jiang Xingjian, don’t forget the Fifth Prince is still in the room.”

Song Wan wore a veiled hat. Jiang Xingjian couldn’t see the expression on her face, but he could hear the resolute determination in Song Wan’s words.

He lowered his eyes to conceal the darkness within them, forcefully suppressing the ruthlessness in his heart.

“Qianbai’s life or death is uncertain. If you forcibly stop me today, I will perish together with the Fifth Prince. I just wonder if you can bear Imperial Consort Jiang’s wrath.”

Song Wan lifted her veiled hat and casually pulled down a flower lantern from under the corridor eaves, tossing it onto the white silk hanging everywhere.

The just-hung white silk instantly ignited. Song Wan continued pulling down flower lanterns and tossing them around.

Jiang Xingjian pressed his abdominal wound, his lip color abnormally pale from blood loss.

The fire grew fiercer and fiercer. The marquis manor’s servants alternated between fighting the fire and guarding Song Wan, until Jiang Xingjian spoke and they dispersed one by one.

“Do you think that by leaving the marquis manor today, you’ve left forever?”

Song Wan said lightly: “At least I’m leaving today. Let’s go.”

The moment she walked out of Chengyang Marquis Manor’s main gate, Song Wan only felt a faint sense of dizziness.

She swayed slightly and was supported by the equally red-eyed Heng Zhi and Heng Wu.

The stout-bodied matron from earlier also wiped away tears: “Young Miss, this old servant will escort you back to the manor.”

“That won’t do.”

Song Wan shook her head: “Today’s matters are chaotic, and Qianbai is also at the manor. Father and Elder Brother surely have other plans. At this critical moment, I cannot add to the manor’s troubles.”

“Go to the estate in the suburbs.”

Boarding the carriage, Song Wan let out a long breath.

Though she worried about Qianbai, now was not the time to return to the manor and add to the chaos. She could only wait—wait for Qianbai to be safe, wait for the manor to decide how to handle her situation.

Tightly gripping her skirt, Song Wan’s nose tingled slightly.

She would trouble Elder Brother to worry about her again…

“Who goes there?”

Upon reaching the city gate, Song Manor’s carriage was suddenly stopped. After the matron negotiated with the city guard commander for a moment, she returned and said: “Miss, the city gate has been closed. They say enemy spies infiltrated the city tonight. For seven days, no one may enter or exit.”

“Seven days?”

The matron wore a worried expression and nodded helplessly.

Song Wan was wondering what to do when she heard someone approaching outside.

“Is the person in the carriage Song Fu, Lord Song’s younger sister?”

“Indeed, it is our young miss.”

The soldier looked up and down at the matron before him: “You may leave.”

Song Wan was puzzled. She hadn’t expected that with the city gate closed, they could still depart. For a moment, she was at a loss. She dared not easily leave the city, fearing it was someone’s trick, yet worried that remaining in the city would bring trouble to her family.

After hesitating for a moment, she finally spoke gently: “May I ask which lord gave the order to open the gate?”

“Superintendent Wan, Director of the Eastern Depot.”

After the soldier finished speaking, he went to open the gate for Song Wan.

Seeing this, Heng Zhi said: “Miss, shall we leave the city?”

“Yes.”

Song Wan removed the veiled hat from her head and said softly: “No one would dare act falsely in the Eastern Depot’s name.”

Though she didn’t know when Song Fu had become entangled with the Eastern Depot, today she must leave the city.

The carriage quickly drove out the city gate. Wan Xiao stood atop a high building, rather puzzled as to why his master was meddling in others’ affairs today.

“Master, Chengyang Marquis’s wife…”

Xiao Jiye waved his hand, unconcerned about Song Wan’s situation.

“Today the First Prince has been废 废 废 废 废 disabled. The Third and Fifth Princes are even more injured and crippled. Once Master returns to the palace, you can restore your Crown Prince status. This subordinate is truly happy for Master.”

Hearing this, Xiao Jiye said: “The time is not yet right.”

Not to mention that these few days he couldn’t return to the Eastern Palace and didn’t know if Ji Rong could hold on. If he ‘recovered from illness’ at this time, it would certainly arouse suspicion from multiple parties that he was the mastermind behind today’s events.

Jiang, Song, and the Empress—these three would surely join forces to pin the responsibility for the three princes’ injuries on him.

It would be better to continue lying low and reaping the benefits as the fisherman.

He had waited over twenty years—why would he care about these few days?

Shen Qianyu leaned lazily by the window, expressionlessly tossing the fish-scale tally engraved with Xiao Jiye’s name into the chamber pot in the room.

Chapter 105: Deception
The carriage drove out the city gate heading straight for the capital’s suburbs. Song Wan caressed the land deed in her sleeve, her panicked feelings gradually settling.

No matter when, as long as Elder Brother was there, she had nothing to fear or worry about.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu sat dazedly in the carriage. Hearing the continuous wailing and crying behind them, they couldn’t help feeling sorrowful.

“Miss, what has become of the city?”

Song Wan returned the deed to her sleeve and said mournfully: “Since ancient times, struggles for power have always been thus. One general’s success is built upon ten thousand bleached bones. There is no ruler who did not climb up by stepping on mountains of corpses and seas of bones.”

She dared not listen, nor dared think carefully about what terrible conditions the city’s commoners were experiencing. Song Wan pressed her lips together and gently lowered the carriage curtain, as if this could isolate the lamentations of those who had lost their loved ones.

“Miss, we’ve arrived.”

“Thank you, Nanny Lang.”

Nanny Lang had originally been the nanny who cared for her elder brother, but because he worried about her, he had sent Nanny Lang to her side. Initially, it should have been Nanny Lang accompanying her to the marquis manor to keep her widow’s vigil, but Nanny Zhao had treated her like her own daughter since childhood and truly couldn’t leave her, so she went to the marquis manor instead.

Later, Song Wan arranged for Nanny Lang to be outside, helping her manage her dowry shops, estates, and such. Over these years, she and Nanny Zhao had looked after her extremely well, both inside and out.

Meeting Nanny Lang today made Song Wan’s heart even more settled, as if she had seen Song Fu himself.

“Miss, what are you saying? This old woman has long wanted to snatch you out of that godforsaken marquis manor.”

Helped down from the carriage by her, Song Wan finally saw the residence Song Fu had prepared for her.

Just seeing the recently repaired courtyard walls, her eyes grew hot and her heart tender.

These tall walls were almost twice her height, with residences on all sides, positioned neither too near nor too far.

They wouldn’t leave her isolated and frightened, nor would they be so close as to trouble her.

The main gate of the residence was made of very heavy cypress wood, brushed with vermillion tung oil. As Song Wan entered, Nanny Lang quickly fastened three door bolts.

The two-section residence was bright and spacious, kept clean and tidy inside. Song Wan walked through the courtyard, passed through the central hall, and reached her chamber.

The inner courtyard wasn’t large, with only two side rooms, but seeing the beaded curtains hanging on the door and the soft pillows on the bed exuding floral fragrance, Song Wan smiled gently.

“These are all things I loved as a child.”

Gauze curtains hung everywhere in the room, all in fresh colors. Looking at them, Song Wan suddenly felt as if her long-withered heart was beating again.

Seeing this, Heng Wu clapped vigorously: “Beautiful, beautiful! Finally we don’t have to look at that room full of white. It was truly unlucky and vexing.”

Nanny Lang laughed: “The Young Master gave this old servant silver to purchase these things. I don’t know if Miss likes them.”

“Thank you, Nanny. I like them very much.”

Song Wan hooked the beaded curtain at the door, looking at the empty bookshelf in the room, and suddenly remembered her rare book collections and such that she hadn’t had a chance to take.

But as soon as this thought flashed by, she cast it behind her.

She never wanted to mention anything related to the marquis manor again.

“From now on, this old servant will accompany Miss in this residence. The Young Master said this residence is small—if there were many people, it would instead be unsafe. The Young Master originally found several maids who knew some martial arts to prepare them for your protection, but now they cannot leave the city.”

Song Wan shook her head: “No matter, this is already very good.”

Nanny Lang went to the kitchen to boil hot water. After Heng Zhi and Heng Wu helped Song Wan undo her makeup and hair, the three sat on the canopy bed in the room, smiling foolishly with reddened eyes.

After laughing, Heng Wu wiped away tears and said: “Miss, have we truly escaped from the marquis manor? This servant feels as if it’s all been a dream.”

Heng Zhi’s nose was red: “Miss, will we be sent back in the future?”

“No.”

Song Wan touched the golden lotus flower orange silk quilt beneath her, her tone joyful: “Having gone through such tremendous hardships to leave the marquis manor, Elder Brother and Aunt will not let me return again.”

“Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, we won’t go back anymore.”

The master and two servants huddled together on one bed, none with any sleepiness. They spoke of the bits and pieces of these past years, growing increasingly emotional.

At the third watch of the night, Song Wan couldn’t sleep and went to find writing materials in the room, writing letters one by one to report the good news to Nanny Zhao, Xiang Cao, and Lv Zhu.

Early the next morning, Nanny Lang made five-grain porridge and pickled vegetables for everyone. Seeing Song Wan eating with such relish, she choked up and turned away to wipe her tears.

“This residence lacks nothing else, but there’s no grain or oil. These days we cannot enter the city. This old servant will look around in a bit to see if there are any farmers carrying loads.”

“Nanny need not trouble yourself. Whatever there is to eat will do.”

Heng Wu nodded repeatedly: “Miss speaks correctly. Eating anything in this place is fragrant. Even if Nanny brought us raw rice, this servant would eat it without indigestion.”

“When the heart is comfortable, anything digests well.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together in a light smile.

With the city gates not opening, the master and two servants lived in this small residence. In the morning, there was no need to pay morning and evening respects to Madam or Old Madam. In the evening, there was no need to keep accounts or handle miscellaneous matters. In just six or seven days, Song Wan had been nourished to have rosy coloring, a delicate bearing, and charming form.

The day the city gates opened wide, Song Fu came to see Song Wan. He was greatly relieved by her healthy appearance—though she wore no powder or rouge, her skin was lustrous as cream, her cheeks flushed pink.

“Elder Brother.”

Song Wan wore a crab-shell red cutwork jacket, paired below with a pale blue silver-embroidered flower skirt. Two pearl temple hairpins were inserted in her hair, even adorned with silk flowers.

Even around her neck hung a bright red imitation pomegranate seed gilt-inlaid jeweled necklace.

The embroidered shoes on her feet were also inset with pearls and little bells, tinkling as she walked.

Song Fu examined her carefully and smiled: “Why are you dressed so vibrantly? It doesn’t seem like your usual preference.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Song Fu knew he had misspoken.

“You look very beautiful dressed like this. Elder Brother likes it.”

Song Wan smiled shyly: “Heng Zhi and Heng Wu chose this outfit, saying it looked auspicious.”

“Qianbai’s injuries have healed, so my mood is good too.”

Some days ago, receiving the letter sent by Song Fu’s carrier pigeon, Song Wan’s worried heart of several days finally settled. Seeing him today, she could finally ask in person about the Third Prince’s condition.

“Did Qianbai cry out in pain from his injuries? Did he suffer any scars or marks?”

Song Fu lowered his eyes, then smiled: “Everything is fine now. You need not worry.”

Though Shen Qianbai’s life was spared, that day the flower lantern had contained explosives that disfigured half his face. Song Yuning couldn’t bear to let Song Wan also suffer heartache and difficulty, repeatedly instructing them not to tell her about this matter.

His younger sister had finally obtained a few days of happiness. He and Aunt were both unwilling to trouble her with these vexing court matters.

“I brought you food and books from home. If you have nothing to do, you can read them to pass the time…”

As Song Fu spoke, he walked toward the inner hall, but Song Wan stood dazedly in place, furrowing her brows: “Elder Brother is lying.”

“Elder Brother doesn’t know how to lie and can’t deceive Wan’er. Something happened to Qianbai, didn’t it? What happened to him? Where was he injured? Is it life-threatening? Or… does it threaten his position?”

Chapter 106: Assessing the Situation
Though Song Fu knew his younger sister had been clever since childhood, her keen perceptiveness still surprised him. After a moment of silence, he said, “I fear he will be unable to inherit the throne in the future.”

“According to Qianbai, on the day he went to light the lanterns at Dengtian Tower, the moment he lit the dragon-phoenix lantern, he smelled an intense burnt odor. He hurriedly ordered the Imperial Guards following him to descend, but the instant it was lit, the dragon-phoenix lantern exploded.”

“Wasn’t the lantern inspected multiple times and only sent to Dengtian Tower after being confirmed safe?”

“Someone must have tampered with it at the last moment.”

Song Fu pressed his lips together, his tone heavy. “I’ve examined it—the bamboo frame inside the lantern was most severely damaged. Someone must have placed easily combustible materials inside.”

“And Qianbai was closest to the lantern at the time, so half his face…”

Destroyed.

Song Wan’s heart sank, and she couldn’t speak another word.

After a long while, she murmured, “Was this kind of incendiary device made by Jiang Xingjian?”

“No.”

Song Fu paused. “But he cannot escape connection to it.”

“The craftsmen who made the lantern and the guards at Dengtian Tower have countless ties to the Empress’s faction. Father and I both believe the one who struck at Qianbai was the First Prince.”

“The First Prince deliberately used an incendiary device, likely intending to frame Imperial Consort Jiang. He wanted to reap the benefits while others fought, but never expected to have one of his own eyes shot out.”

Song Wan was puzzled. “Who was responsible for the First Prince’s injury? Could it have been Jiang Man?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t think so.”

The Song siblings entered the main hall of the residence. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu busied themselves in the courtyard. Soon Heng Zhi brought up fragrant tea, poured for the two of them, then efficiently departed.

Seeing how attentively and thoroughly the two cared for Song Wan, Song Fu secretly set aside his worries.

While Song Wan felt heartache for Shen Qianbai, she also pondered the court situation. However, as a woman, she didn’t understand as much as her father and brother, so for the moment she had no leads.

“What did His Majesty say about the Lantern Festival incident?”

At this question, Song Fu frowned deeply. “The First Prince had an eye shot out, Qianbai was disfigured, and Shen Qianshu had his leg broken. I don’t know whether His Majesty doesn’t want to investigate or truly believes Nanqing was behind it, but he pushed the entire matter onto Nanqing.”

“His Majesty has always feared Nanqing’s military strength. Now that he’s pushed this matter onto them, he likely intends to let it drop.”

The previous emperor had many sons, but during the succession struggle over twenty princes died, among them many exceptionally talented individuals like Prince Su’an who possessed governing ability, Prince Sucheng who was brave in battle and commanded troops like a god and could repel Nanqing, and even Prince Sukang who recognized talent and employed people based on merit.

Even Song Wan, a sheltered young lady, had heard these men’s great names. The other princes also possessed remarkable abilities, yet only the current emperor…

Sighing softly, Song Wan lowered her eyes without speaking.

Only after a long while did she quietly ask, “Then what will become of Qianbai in the future?”

Shen Qianbai carried the hopes of the Song clan. Now disfigured, he likely had no chance at the throne. Yet the palace had produced no more heirs in many years. Everyone said Emperor Wenhui’s health was failing and he might be unable to father more sons.

If so, the First Prince, Qianbai, and Shen Qianshu had once again entered a deadlock.

“What about the Fifth Prince? How severely was he injured?”

“That day at Marquis Chengyang’s manor, I saw both his legs broken. Will he be left disabled?”

“Still unknown. Everyone in the palace is fearful for their own safety, and news doesn’t travel out easily.”

Song Fu hesitated slightly. “I have a theory.”

“Please speak, elder brother.”

Song Fu said, “Do you think the person who shot the First Prince could have been the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace?”

“Since returning to the capital eight years ago, the Crown Prince has appeared half-dead. Back then, the Empress used countless vicious methods to test whether he was feigning madness and paralysis. According to palace servants, when the Crown Prince first returned to the imperial palace, his condition wasn’t as severe as now. That he’s been bedridden for eight years—the Empress deserves much credit.”

“And now, with the First Prince blinded first, then Qianbai and Shen Qianshu injured and disabled, thinking it through, the Eastern Palace benefits most.”

“Though I know it’s unlikely, I can’t find any other answer.”

Hearing this, Song Wan lowered her head in thought.

She never casually refuted others. Even though she found it fantastical that the Eastern Palace Crown Prince could lie low under the Empress’s hand for eight years, hearing Song Fu say this stirred her thoughts and she carefully pondered.

“The current situation does indeed seem most advantageous to the Eastern Palace at first glance, but the one who struck at Qianbai was Imperial Consort Jiang, and the Fifth Prince’s injury should be Aunt’s handiwork. If the Eastern Palace truly had the ability to orchestrate the Lantern Festival to eliminate three princes, it shouldn’t have remained silent for eight years.”

“If Wan’er remembers correctly, the Crown Prince’s origins are quite ignoble.”

Song Fu nodded. “The Crown Prince’s birth mother was a singing girl in His Majesty’s residence before he ascended the throne. Reportedly she was extremely beautiful but had been an official courtesan.”

Song Wan nodded. “The Crown Prince has no maternal family to support him. Having been a hostage in Nanqing for many years, after returning to the palace he never appeared before others again. Even now with his empty Crown Prince title but not a single supporter behind him, he cannot establish himself in court.”

“Setting aside the court’s hatred of Nanqing, just one point alone would force any future Crown Prince to relinquish the throne.”

“What matter?”

Song Wan said, “Identity.”

When the Crown Prince was sent back to the capital by Nanqing, it was precisely when the First Prince was at his peak, with the highest succession support. At that time, no one cared about the Crown Prince, and Emperor Wenhui didn’t even meet this son who had been a hostage in an enemy nation for many years.

“The Crown Prince went to Nanqing before age five and returned in his teens. Even though we all know the Crown Prince is His Majesty’s son, as long as the Empress or Imperial Consort Jiang insist the Crown Prince’s identity is unclear, the Eastern Palace can never have any possibility of succession.”

Whether the Eastern Palace truly held the Crown Prince didn’t matter, but as long as the court ministers harbored the slightest doubt about the Crown Prince’s identity, or he was labeled a Nanqing spy, he could never ascend to the throne.

Unless all the other princes in court died off completely, leaving others no choice but to acknowledge his identity.

After finishing, Song Wan looked at Song Fu with some puzzlement. “What Wan’er can think of, elder brother shouldn’t fail to consider, so why did elder brother still bring up the Crown Prince?”

“Is there something Wan’er doesn’t know that elder brother cannot speak of?”

“Truly nothing can be hidden from you.”

Song Fu stood up, a trace of agitation in his expression.

“You know Father has always only prioritized the bigger picture. Though he is our birth father, he is also the Song clan patriarch and moreover a key court minister.”

“Father… his vision is far-reaching, beyond what you and I can fathom.”

With just these light sentences, Song Wan felt the hairs on her body stand on end, her head spinning.

She croaked in disbelief, “Elder brother means that if Qianbai has no chance at the throne, Father plans to turn to supporting Shen Qianshu instead?”

Song Fu pressed his lips together, his helpless appearance making despair rise in Song Wan’s heart.

Yes, of course—there were only three princes in court: Shen Qianchi, Shen Qianbai, and Shen Qianshu. The First Prince was already blind, Qianbai disfigured. Naturally only Shen Qianshu could be chosen from among them.

Song Wan’s eyes reddened, her fingers trembling slightly. “If Father truly turns to support the Fifth Prince, then what about Jiang Xingjian and me…”

Before she could finish, Heng Wu came over from the courtyard in a panic. “Young Master, Miss, the Master… the Master has arrived with Madam and two clan elders.”
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Hearing this, Song Wan felt somewhat flustered. Regarding her father, she dared not and could not disobey.

“Don’t worry, I’ll handle everything.”

Song Fu calmly reassured Song Wan. The two rose and walked outside to greet Song Lan’an.

“This junior greets the clan elders and Father.”

“Wan’er greets the clan elders and Father.”

Madam Song stood behind the group with lowered eyes, very quiet.

“This residence is quite nice. Fu’er has excellent taste.”

With a light word of praise, Song Lan’an strode into the central hall without even glancing at Song Wan. The two elderly clan elders wore grave expressions as they followed Song Lan’an and sat down.

Madam Song smiled and said, “Wan’er is dressed so festively today. She looks much healthier than when she was at the marquis manor.”

Hearing this, Song Lan’an snorted coldly. Song Wan lowered her head in silence.

“A woman’s great virtue lies only in respect and obedience. You injured your husband first, then fled the manor privately afterward. Such unchaste and unworthy conduct truly ruins the reputation of our Song clan women.”

“Please calm your anger, clan elder.”

Madam Song had Heng Zhi and Heng Wu bring tea and water, while she herself smiled and said, “Clan elder, please don’t be angry. That day the capital was in chaos—Marquis Chengyang likely sent her here out of concern for Wan’er’s safety. Moreover, didn’t Marquis Chengyang say earlier that once his health recovers, he’ll come fetch Wan’er back to the manor?”

“Wan’er, Marquis Chengyang is now gravely injured. You shouldn’t be hiding here alone. Today, tidy up with your mother. Later, your mother and father will escort you back to the marquis manor.”

Madam Song’s tone was gentle, her manner very soft and graceful.

Song Lan’an picked up his teacup and lightly stirred the foam, silently sipping his tea.

“Wan’er has already severed all ties with Jiang Xingjian. The clan elders’ arrival today is fortuitous. Song Fu requests that you two serve as witnesses to dissolve this marriage.”

“Outrageous!”

The senior clan elder, who had remained silent until now, shouted furiously, “Our Song clan has not cast out a married woman in a hundred years. This precedent absolutely cannot be set.”

“Such actions that violate Heaven’s way, defy one’s husband and disobey one’s father—our Song clan can never tolerate them. If she doesn’t repent, either she goes to the marquis manor’s family temple to accompany Buddhist lamps and ancient scriptures, or let me bring out the clan law to beat to death such an unchaste and unfilial woman.”

Madam Song furrowed her brow, hiding the contempt in her eyes.

Song Wan’s face turned deathly pale, yet she couldn’t open her mouth to defend herself even once.

If she opened her mouth to make excuses, she would completely confirm the accusations of being unchaste, unfilial, immoral, and shameless.

“The marquis manor insulted our Song clan daughter first, injured Qianbai afterward, and Jiang Xingjian’s favoring of concubines over his wife is known throughout the capital. I don’t care whether the Song clan has cast out married women before or not, but my sister’s proud spirit absolutely cannot be broken in the Marquis Chengyang manor and at Jiang Xingjian’s hands.”

“Regardless of whether the clan supports it or not, my full-blooded sister Song Fu has already severed all ties with Marquis Chengyang Jiang Xingjian.”

“If anyone has ideas about sending Wan’er back to the marquis manor, don’t blame me for turning ruthless.”

“Song Fu, how dare you!”

The two clan elders stood up trembling. Song Lan’an set down his teacup and said leisurely, “Is this how you speak to your clan elders?”

“This son wouldn’t dare.”

“Hmph, I think you dare quite a lot.”

The furious elders looked at Song Lan’an in unison, about to have him properly discipline Song Fu, but unexpectedly he picked up his tea and began drinking again.

Song Wan pressed her lips together, her eyes stinging with emotion.

Her father probably also felt heartache for her.

Previously, for the clan’s reputation, he had no choice but to make her endure, but now that things had reached this point, what difference was there between returning to Marquis Chengyang’s manor and walking straight into humiliation?

She knew that as clan patriarch, her father had to maintain certain appearances even if he was unwilling.

Looking at her silent father and Song Fu who always stood before her, Song Wan forcefully held back the hot tears in her eyes.

She now understood why her brother had brought up the Eastern Palace Crown Prince earlier. If Father and the clan truly decided to support the Fifth Prince’s ascension, then she would inevitably have to return to the marquis manor in the future.

Once back at the marquis manor, she would no longer be the exemplary widow of six years with excellent virtue and conduct, but rather a shameless and immoral woman who had privately fled the manor.

Without a good reputation to her name, her circumstances would only grow worse and worse.

So her brother’s mention of the Eastern Palace likely meant he had thoughts of switching allegiance to the Eastern Palace.

All of her brother’s plans were for her sake.

Unable to help her father and brother in any way, she instead caused them trouble at every turn. This truly pained her heart.

“This son was wrong.”

“Where were you wrong?”

Song Fu replied expressionlessly, “This son was wrong in speaking thus to the clan elders.”

“Good that you know.”

After Song Lan’an finished speaking, he leisurely resumed drinking his tea. Only then did the two clan elders understand his attitude.

Though furious in their hearts, they were helpless.

After all, the entire Song clan now relied entirely on Song Lan’an’s support. Though Song Lan’an usually showed great respect to the clan, if he truly made up his mind to support Song Wan leaving the marquis manor, they dared not force him to yield.

Even so, just thinking that the Song clan had produced such a lowly woman as Song Wan filled them with shame.

If outsiders learned of this, they would only say the Song clan was lax in teaching their daughters, which would certainly implicate marriage prospects for all the clan’s sons and daughters.

The clan elder thought for a moment and said coldly, “It’s not that the clan is forcing an ignorant woman, but the Song clan’s hundred years of pure reputation cannot be destroyed in your hands alone. If you insist on not returning to the marquis manor, then seek a clear name for yourself and depart cleanly.”

“Depart where?”

Song Lan’an glanced at Song Wan. The thoughts Song Wan had just formed suddenly dispersed.

Song Fu also glared at that clan elder, his eyes full of fury.

Seeing the situation grow tense, Madam Song said, “Master has an appointment with Minister Chen of the Hanlin Academy this afternoon. The time is nearly upon us.”

Song Lan’an stood up, still without glancing at Song Wan once, and strode out.

The two Song clan elders, seeing this, followed with iron-gray faces.

Just after leaving Song Wan’s residence, one of them said in a gloomy tone, “The patriarch seems inclined to favor his own legitimate daughter? If you act privately for your daughter today, how will you command respect in the future?”

“It’s not that I, Song Lan’an, favor that girl. Clan elder, you don’t understand—Song Fu’s wings have grown hard, and I have no way to handle him. If you have a method, by all means make Song Fu agree to take Wan’er back to the marquis manor. I’ll have no objections. As for me, I absolutely dare not offend the Grand Princess.”

After speaking, Song Lan’an bowed and boarded the carriage.

Madam Song sat in the carriage, pondering for a long while before saying, “Has Master considered Yao’er and Nian’er’s future?”

“What about Yao’er and Nian’er?”

Madam Song pressed her lips and said no more. Song Lan’an was silent for a long time before lowering his eyes and saying, “If Jiang Xingjian were devoted to Wan’er, then Wan’er would be of some use at the marquis manor. Since Jiang Xingjian has no heart or feeling for Wan’er, why should I, Song Lan’an, send my perfectly good daughter to him to torment?”

“Unable to control Jiang Xingjian, Wan’er is no different from a useless child. Better to do Fu’er a favor and save him from looking at me, his father, with displeasure every day.”

“Master speaks correctly.”

Madam Song clutched her handkerchief, full of pent-up frustration.

What talk of controlling Song Fu—wasn’t it really about valuing this pair of legitimate children? If today it had been her Yao’er or Nian’er who fled the manor privately, he would have beaten them to death immediately to preserve the Song clan’s pure reputation.

Madam Song turned her head, no longer looking at Song Lan’an.

“Don’t be afraid, Wan’er. Stay here with peace of mind and don’t concern yourself with other matters.”

“I’ve caused trouble for elder brother.”

“What kind of talk is that?”

Song Fu raised his hand and gently passed it over her head, his heart warmed seeing his sister safe and healthy.

“Will elder brother stay to dine together? I’ll brew tea for you.”

“Good.”

Seeing Song Wan busy warming the tea implements, Song Fu said, “Are you well acquainted with Jiang Yan?”
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“I wouldn’t say well acquainted, but I’ve seen him once or twice at the marquis manor. Why does elder brother suddenly ask about him?”

Song Fu furrowed his brow slightly and hesitated a moment before saying, “On the day of the Lantern Festival, Second Master Jiang and his friend saved Qianbai and me. Second Master Jiang… was gravely injured.”

“Such a thing happened?”

Song Wan was slightly surprised and hurriedly asked, “How is Second Master now? Is his life in danger?”

“He should still be with Old He…”

Fearing Song Wan would worry, Song Fu changed his tone. “Old He is skilled in medicine. With him there, no need to worry.”

Song Wan had also heard of the former Imperial Medical Bureau Director’s reputation. Hearing this, she felt somewhat reassured. Not knowing what came to mind, she suddenly said, “Second Master has an honest temperament and an open heart. He is sincere and upright in conduct—a most proper gentleman. That he would save elder brother is not surprising.”

In her heart, though Jiang Yan had suffered hardship in his youth, he possessed a modest and benevolent nature. Now it seemed he also had a chivalrous and righteous heart, which was truly admirable.

“Speaking of which, I’ve always felt that if the marquis manor were placed in Second Master’s hands, it would never have reached such a declining state.”

“That Jiang Xingjian has such a half-brother is truly his good fortune.”

Song Wan nodded. “To compare the two is also an insult to Second Master’s name.”

Song Fu looked at Song Wan. Some words he ultimately didn’t speak aloud.

“When elder brother mentioned the Crown Prince earlier, did you mean to align with the Eastern Palace?”

“Indeed I did. If the person behind shooting the First Prince truly is the Eastern Palace Crown Prince, it seems this person can endure what ordinary people cannot. I just don’t know his character and nature.”

“If his character and temperament are acceptable, pledging allegiance to the Eastern Palace would not be a bad path.”

“Certainly a hundred times better than supporting Shen Qianshu’s ascension.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s expression took on a trace of heartache.

Aunt probably didn’t yet know of Father and the clan’s plans, did she? If she knew, who could say how angry she would be?

“Qianbai and Shen Qianshu haven’t recovered yet. Perhaps by then Shen Qianshu will also…”

Thinking that the other party was just a child, Song Wan swallowed her words.

“Shen Qianshu can afford to wait, but we cannot. You know those spineless fence-sitters in court are no better than anyone else. In just these few days, many have used Old Madam’s funeral at the marquis manor as an opportunity to display their loyalty.”

“Moreover, with no one currently understanding the Eastern Palace Crown Prince, who knows how long it will take to establish contact with this person?”

On the day of the Lantern Festival, too many people died in the capital. His Majesty issued an edict to carry on despite mourning to maintain normal court operations.

Now the entire court was in chaos. The two factions that previously fought bitterly over the rivalry between the Third and Fifth Princes were either observing or fence-sitting between both sides like wavering grass. This situation greatly vexed Song Fu.

After all, whether the Eastern Palace Crown Prince was man or ghost remained unknown, yet they had no choice in the matter.

“The Eastern Palace…”

“I previously had two encounters with a young eunuch from the Eastern Palace. I wonder if I could contact the Crown Prince through this person?”

After telling Song Fu about meeting Ji Rong, Song Fu said, “That this person endures such humiliation in the Eastern Palace without leaving suggests he either knows the Crown Prince’s condition or is originally the Crown Prince’s confidant.”

“In the palace, the lower a eunuch or palace maid’s status, the less attention they receive, making it much more convenient to act.”

Song Fu lightly pinched his fingertips and frowned. “I’ll have Aunt investigate this person.”

Song Wan shook her head. “Now is not the time. With Qianbai just injured and us rushing to pledge allegiance to the Crown Prince, how heartbroken would Aunt be? Better to wait a while longer. I know elder brother worries about Wan’er, but since Father didn’t make me return to Marquis Chengyang’s manor today, he likely won’t manage me for some time. Why don’t we wait a bit longer?”

Qianbai was gravely injured and not yet recovered. Aunt caring for him alone in the palace—who knew how much pain she felt? If she learned that her brother and the clan had given up on him so quickly, she would surely be heartbroken.

She couldn’t let Aunt feel betrayed by all her closest relatives.

“Elder brother understands.”

Song Fu smiled faintly, though he had other considerations.

Wan’er was kindhearted but didn’t understand that circumstances were beyond one’s control.

If the Eastern Palace Crown Prince had truly endured hardship and carried heavy burdens for eight years under the noses of everyone in the rear palace, it showed this person’s character was resilient and his stratagems extremely deep. Such a person could only be befriended, not made an enemy. If Aunt knew the Eastern Palace had produced such a Crown Prince, she might extend an olive branch even earlier than they would.

Song Fu didn’t want Song Wan to worry about these matters. After saying a few more sentences, he turned to other topics.

After about half a shichen, Heng Wu came to report that the Song manor had sent two young maids. Song Fu had them brought in and turned to say, “Elder brother found these maids for you. They know some martial arts and can guard the residence for you.”

Heng Zhi led the two young maids in. Song Wan saw that both girls were only about fifteen or sixteen, one with a round face and one with a pointed face, both with spirited eyes and brows.

The round-faced girl spoke softly. “This servant is Jinshu. Greetings, Miss.”

“This servant is Luanjian. Greetings, Miss.”

Song Wan spoke a few intimate words with them, then had Heng Wu bring silver to reward them before letting them find their rooms.

Having settled Song Wan properly, Song Fu felt much more at ease. After simply instructing her to pay more attention to her safety, he departed.

After seeing Song Fu off, Song Wan informed Heng Zhi and Heng Wu about Jiang Yan’s injury. The three master and servants sighed together for a while.

“This servant will go worship the Buddha and pray that the Buddha will bless Second Master abundantly.”

Song Wan nodded, not knowing how she could repay Jiang Yan’s great kindness in the future.

Not only were the Song siblings worried about Jiang Yan—at Marquis Chengyang’s manor, Qingzhai and Sumian were also deeply concerned about him.

Jiang Yan hadn’t returned to the manor for many days, and Qingzhai had received no news about him.

After waiting many days, Qingzhai finally went expressionlessly to Jiang Yan’s study and retrieved a white jade box from the very bottom of his desk.

“What are you doing?”

Sumian looked at Qingzhai with reddened eyes, blocking the doorway to prevent her from leaving.

Holding the white jade box in her arms, Qingzhai said, “Move aside.”

“I won’t.”

Sumian said through tears, “You want to destroy Second Master’s most treasured possession, don’t you? Second Master hasn’t returned yet. Why are you touching his things? Put it back.”

Qingzhai lowered her eyes, concealing the moisture in them. “Second Master instructed that if anything unusual occurred in the manor or to him, this item should be disposed of. I’m only following orders now.”

“I don’t care. Without personally hearing Second Master’s command, no one can touch his things.”

With that, Sumian lunged forward to snatch the box from Qingzhai’s hands.

“Let go!”

Sumian gripped the box tightly and wouldn’t release it. The two struggled together for a moment, and the white jade box fell to the ground with their tussling movements.

The jade box shattered with a crash, revealing a small, carefully wrapped bundle inside.

The two had served Jiang Yan for over ten years. Though he concealed his thoughts very carefully, they ultimately couldn’t be hidden from those close to him.

Though they didn’t know what was inside, they could more or less guess it was related to Song Wan.

Qingzhai looked at the bundle lying on the ground, picked it up with reddened eyes, and directly threw it into the brazier that had been prepared outside.

Watching everything be consumed by flames and turn to black ash, only then did Qingzhai bite her teeth and let a tear fall.

Sumian climbed up from the ground in a daze, crying, “She must know where Second Master is. I’m going to ask her about Second Master’s whereabouts.”

“Even if Second Master’s whereabouts are truly unknown, we cannot let Second Master’s sincere heart from all these years turn to empty ash. All those things Second Master did for her—she… she should at least know about them.”
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Hearing this, Qingzhai stepped forward and raised her hand to deliver a harsh slap across Sumian’s face.

“Are you sober now? You’ve served by Second Master’s side for so long—do you still not understand Second Master’s heart? Do you want to soil the reputation Second Master has carefully guarded for many years, or do you want to ruin that person?”

“Since you’ve spoken these words today, it shows you’re no longer suitable to serve by Second Master’s side.”

Taking the deed of sale from the study, Qingzhai threw it before Sumian. “For the sake of what sisterly affection we once shared, leave.”

“Sister Qingzhai, I was wrong. I was possessed by ghosts.”

Sumian wiped her tears, crying even more sorrowfully.

She only felt heartache for Second Master and couldn’t bear to see his sincere devotion go unknown. Second Master had done so much for that person, yet she didn’t know any of it…

Just thinking of this made Sumian feel as if her heart was being cut by knives, feeling her master was wronged.

But she also knew Qingzhai was right. If she truly made a clamor about Second Master’s feelings, not only would it harm an innocent woman, it would also damage Second Master’s reputation.

After all, Second Master’s only wish was merely to be a gentleman in that person’s eyes.

“Leave. You’re no longer suitable to remain by Second Master’s side.”

Sumian clutched the deed of sale in her hand. After a long silence, she finally nodded.

Marquis Chengyang’s manor had been busy recently and hadn’t noticed that Yuling Studio was missing a maid. However, Shen Qianyu had kept people watching the marquis manor and learned that Sumian had been released from the manor.

“This woman can be considered loyal and devoted, but keeping her in the capital might cause future troubles. Have someone escort her to Jiangnan and buy her a residence to settle in.”

Wan Xiao nodded and passed this matter to his subordinates to handle.

Shen Qianyu sat in Cuiwei Tower, his eyes showing some impatience.

The palace was heavily guarded. The Empress, Imperial Consort Jiang, and Imperial Consort Yun might already suspect him, so he hadn’t been able to return to the palace for many days.

Though Wan Xiao could enter and exit the imperial palace, at this critical juncture, frequently entering the palace without proper reason would also arouse suspicion.

“Ji Rong will likely suffer some hardship these days.”

“Master need not worry. I’ve already had Dong Chang’s secret agents watch the Eastern Palace. If necessary, they will ensure Ji Rong’s life is safe.”

Shen Qianyu nodded. He truly hadn’t anticipated that on the day of the Lantern Festival, three parties would all strike simultaneously.

According to his original plan, he intended to frame someone else in the palace for shooting the First Prince so he could continue quietly plotting for opportunities.

Who would have thought that everyone had consulted the almanac that day and knew it was an auspicious day to act?

“The capital has been under martial law these past days. You needn’t come here anymore to avoid anyone seeing that we two are connected. When I find an opportunity to return to the palace, I’ll naturally send you word.”

Wan Xiao agreed. Just as he was about to leave, he suddenly received a carrier pigeon message from his subordinates.

“Master, news from Old He.”

Shen Qianyu took it and held it in his palm for a moment of silence before opening it.

The writing contained only a few words, yet he read them for a long while.

Wan Xiao only saw his master’s eyes reveal regret before he said, “Return first. I have matters to attend to.”

Shen Qianyu sat in the room, looking at the full hall’s worth of incense displayed in the side room. He suddenly frowned, then stepped forward, filled a cup and drank it all in one gulp, and left Cuiwei Tower with a slight hint of intoxication.

The Lantern Festival incident had caused heavy losses in the capital. Nearly every household hung white silk and white lanterns at their doors. Walking to the main street, Shen Qianyu stopped below the burned Dengtian Tower.

“Granny, eat candy…”

Beside him, a child with hair tied in red cord buns held a package wrapped in oil paper. The red seal on top appeared exceptionally glaring against the street full of plain white.

Shen Qianyu looked for a long while, then turned and walked back.

Liu’s shop had not a single person inside. The shopkeeper was idly folding oil paper. Seeing him enter, he hurriedly smiled and said, “What does the customer need?”

“Pick some things women like to eat.”

The shopkeeper smiled and selected many varieties of malt sugar and soft candies. Seeing that Shen Qianyu didn’t inquire further and seemed not to care whether the gift recipient would like them, he picked three to five pieces of each kind.

Taking the two full packages of candies, Shen Qianyu left two taels of silver and departed.

Just as he was carrying the candy and preparing to leave the city, he heard someone calling him from behind.

“Brother Xiao, it’s been a long time.”

“Minister Qian?”

Shen Qianyu looked at the person before him with some puzzlement.

This man was the Left Deputy Commander of the Patrol Battalion. They had previously had a few encounters at Cuiwei Tower. He just didn’t know why this person had stopped him today.

Shen Qianyu halted his steps and cupped his hands in greeting.

“Carrying candy… what is Brother Xiao about to do?”

“Delivering something for a friend. What business does Minister Qian have?”

Qian Chao smiled. “I do indeed have some matters I wish to discuss with Brother Xiao, but it’s inconvenient to talk here. Would it be possible to converse at this official’s residence?”

Seeing Shen Qianyu’s lack of interest, Qian Chao added, “The matter Brother Xiao entrusted this official with last time has made progress. Why put off until tomorrow what can be done today? Shall we brothers share a cup?”

“After Minister Qian.”

Though Shen Qianyu felt disgusted inside, he could only leave with Qian Chao.

In earlier years when he still lacked foundation and wanted to earn some silver to win people’s hearts, he had dealt with this man quite often. These past few years, the friendship had faded.

Today, with his invitation, it wasn’t appropriate to decline.

Following Qian Chao to the Qian family’s separate residence, the two sat in the main hall tasting wine and dining.

Shen Qianyu looked at the ivory chopsticks and jade cups before him, along with the luxurious displays of bronze vessels and precious stones all around, and couldn’t help but lower his eyes as murderous intent arose in his heart.

For a mere sesame-seed-sized official to have amassed so much wealth showed he usually spent his days feasting gluttonously and exploiting the common people.

“This official invited Brother Xiao here today because there’s something I wish to ask.”

“If this official remembers correctly, Brother Xiao is from Nanqing, correct?”

In earlier years, his Nanqing accent had been quite heavy, so wherever he went, he directly identified himself as someone from Nanqing. Though he no longer mentioned it these past few years, people like Qian Chao who knew him before still had some impression of this.

Shen Qianyu couldn’t refute it and could only agree.

“Brother Xiao surely knows about what happened at the Lantern Festival some time ago?”

“Now there are orders from above for the Five City Military Commission and the Embroidered Uniform Guard to capture Nanqing spies…”

Seeing Shen Qianyu’s eyebrows raise slightly as he looked at him with a half-smile, Qian Chao laughed heartily. “This official naturally knows Brother Xiao is a proper merchant. After all, you and I have been acquainted for many years—I still have that degree of trust.”

“However…” Qian Chao paused. “This official doesn’t count for much in the capital. This official knows Brother Xiao is clean and innocent, but others don’t know that.”

Shen Qianyu placed the candy package in his hand on the table and sneered. “Minister Qian can speak directly. All this beating around the bush annoys me.”

“Ha ha ha! Brother Xiao is straightforward—this official greatly likes this temperament of yours.”

Qian Chao laughed, then said, “To be honest, those above are pressing hard now. This matter of capturing Nanqing spies is urgent. If not this official today, others from the Five City Military Commission would also seek out Brother Xiao.”

“It’s just that with our brotherly friendship now, this official will let you off and won’t use you to fill the quota for spies.”

“But this official still has superiors above him, and this matter of greasing palms…”

Shen Qianyu scoffed and interrupted him. “How much?”

Qian Chao rubbed his hands together. “Brother Xiao’s life-buying money should at least equal one Cuiwei Tower, right?”

As soon as the words fell, Shen Qianyu snorted coldly. “I never imagined that though your brain isn’t very large, your appetite is quite considerable. Aren’t you afraid of choking to death in one bite, you fool?”
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“Brother Xiao means you don’t want to pay this life-buying money?”

“Then don’t blame this official for being impolite.”

Qian Chao raised his hand and clapped. Instantly, over ten people surrounded them in the room.

These people wore indigo blue coarse cloth servants’ clothing, but each had a vicious and evil appearance. At one glance, you could tell they were thugs and lackeys kept in the household.

“This official will tell you honestly—the court has ordered that by the end of this month, Nanqing spies lurking in the capital must be captured. If Brother Xiao doesn’t want to…”

“So much nonsense.”

Before he could finish, Shen Qianyu grabbed the teacup from the table and smashed it directly on Qian Chao’s head.

The teacup was a red underglaze high-stemmed cup. With one fierce strike, the broken porcelain shards directly pierced into Qian Chao’s eye socket. Shen Qianyu’s hand was also cut by the sharp edge, with bright red blood dripping to the ground, shocking all the thugs in the courtyard into stunned stillness.

Qian Chao rolled on the ground in pain, never having imagined someone could be so brutal—before he even finished speaking, a porcelain shard was thrust at him, nearly taking his life.

“Ahhh… capture him for me…”

While still wailing, Shen Qianyu bent down and lifted the man up. Between two fingers he held broken porcelain shards, which he clenched into a fist and struck viciously at his temple twice more.

In just a few breaths, Qian Chao lost his life in panic.

Dropping the porcelain shard in his hand, Shen Qianyu casually wiped the blood from his hands on his clothing.

“M-Minister… Qian?”

Though these desperadoes usually lived lives licking blood from knife edges, since becoming Qian Chao’s lackeys, they hadn’t witnessed such a scene in quite some time. For a moment, several of them were somewhat dazed.

Shen Qianyu’s features were cold and proud as he raised an eyebrow. “What are you standing there for? Come on.”

He turned his head to look around, kicked aside the already-cold Qian Chao, stepped forward to grab a fragrance table and broke off one of the legs, then weighed it in his hand a couple times, seeming quite satisfied.

“Attack! Brothers, capture this Nanqing spy and take him to the court for reward money. We might even get a minor official position.”

Hearing this, the burly men all became excited and rushed forward one by one.

Shen Qianyu had a tall build and heavy strength, and his nature carried several parts wickedness, so when he struck viciously, he showed no mercy.

Probably from killing too many of those who bullied him in Nanqing, his techniques now lacked proper form but every move was lethal, peculiarly effective.

In less than half a day, the main courtyard was strewn with corpses, blood flowing like a river.

Shen Qianyu’s body had also sustained quite a few injuries, but he was so accustomed to being hurt that pain had long become numb to him. Naturally, he didn’t feel any discomfort now.

The sky slowly darkened. Shen Qianyu grabbed a red sandalwood armchair and sat in the center of the hall.

He lowered his head to look at his outer robe, already soaked through with reddish-brown, and clicked his tongue. “What a bother.”

Going out looking like this would probably frighten quite a few people.

Lowering his head, he pulled Qian Chao up and efficiently stripped the brocade outer robe from his body to put on himself. However, his build was much larger than Qian Chao’s, so wearing it now, it was quite a bit too short.

Shen Qianyu didn’t care about these things. He gathered his collar and walked to the candle lamp, pushing the stand onto the curtains in the room.

“A pity about all these valuables.”

Seeing the sky had darkened, he walked to the tea table to get the soft candy, but when he reached out, he discovered his palm was soaked with brownish blood stains, filthy beyond measure.

“Troublesome.”

Grasping the hemp string on the candy package, he placed the soft candy inside his robe and wrapped it with clean clothing. After leaving a marker for Dong Chang to clean up, only then did he head toward Song Wan’s residence.

Though Song Wan’s residence was also on the outskirts of the capital, the location wasn’t particularly close to the capital proper. Even by carriage, it would take two cups of tea’s time. Shen Qianyu walked expressionlessly under the moonlight, not even noticing that the path he walked left a string of bright red footprints.

The moonlight was clear and bright, but Shen Qianyu had no mind to appreciate it.

His thoughts were complicated, his mind constantly calculating the current situation.

Not until he reached Song Wan’s residence did he furrow his brow deeply.

Such high courtyard walls—what were they guarding against?

Shen Qianyu looked up at the high wall that extended far above him, his brow knitted tightly.

If he threw the candy package into the courtyard, it would surely shatter into pieces. If that woman scolded him for it, his good intentions would have led to a mistake instead.

Shen Qianyu circled to the entrance and saw the heavy gate painted with who knows how many layers of tung oil. He sighed.

Whoever bought this residence made it seem as if they were desperately afraid someone would fly out.

After thinking, Shen Qianyu walked to the courtyard wall, gathered his breath and used the momentum to climb up. In just a few steps, he jumped into the courtyard.

Holding the Liu’s candy shop package and just about to set it down and leave, unexpectedly a sudden gust of force came from behind. Before he could stand steady, he was immediately struck in the back by something unknown and flew several zhang away.

“What petty thief dares enter my young miss’s courtyard?”

A water vat half a person’s height was like nothing in Jinshu’s hands. Shen Qianyu lay on the ground and suddenly coughed up a mouthful of blood.

“Speak! Who are you, and what are you doing in our young miss’s courtyard?”

“…”

Shen Qianyu lay on the ground, only feeling this strike had aggravated all his wounds. Moreover, being ambushed by a little maid with a water vat made him extremely frustrated inside, so he simply played dead.

Jinshu only saw that she had merely tapped him lightly, yet this person lay on the ground with a pool of blood spreading out, not moving at all. She was immediately frightened pale.

Though she had some brute strength, she had never killed anyone before…

Trembling, she set the water vat on the ground and quietly called for Luanjian.

The residence wasn’t large to begin with, and Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were on night watch and slept lightly. With a few calls, everyone was roused.

Song Wan came out wearing an outer robe. Seeing a strangely-dressed man lying on the ground, she too was startled.

“Miss… this person seems to be dead. What… what should we do?”

The moonlight was clear and bright, shining on the white jade bricks exceptionally clearly. The pool of blood beneath Shen Qianyu was naturally highlighted extremely obviously. Song Wan was protected behind Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, her brow lightly furrowed.

After a long silence, she looked at Shen Qianyu’s slightly rising and falling chest and said, “The person is still alive, just gravely injured.”

“Prowling into someone’s courtyard late at night—he’s surely no gentleman. Heng Wu, go to the room and get some ginseng slices to put in his mouth, then tie him up and send him to the riverside.”

A house full of women—whether this person was alive or dead, he couldn’t remain in the residence.

“Before dawn, people will go to the riverside to wash. As long as he doesn’t die tonight, tomorrow during daylight someone will send him to the authorities.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu’s deep eyes narrowed slightly. After a long while, he coughed lightly and sat up himself.

Jinshu and Luanjian immediately blocked him, while Heng Zhi and Heng Wu tightly surrounded Song Wan behind them. Old Lady Lang hurriedly grabbed a carrying pole from the courtyard in a defensive posture.

Watching the house full of women acting as if facing a great enemy, Shen Qianyu lazily raised an eyebrow. “No need to panic. I merely came to deliver something at someone’s request.”

He placed the Liu’s candy shop package he’d been holding beside him in front of him and slowly pushed it forward.

Song Wan saw the familiar candy package and was slightly stunned. “You know my elder brother?”

Only her brother knew she liked this. In her youth, every time he returned home, he would bring her one or two packages.

“You can consider it so.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes, about to rise and leave, when he heard Song Wan suddenly say, “I seem to have seen you before. Are you that young eunuch from the Eastern Palace named Ji Rong?”

Chapter 111: Eunuch
Shen Qianyu was somewhat surprised by Song Wan’s perceptiveness.

He had wandered throughout the Eastern Palace under the identity of Ji Rong, never having his disguise seen through by anyone. Those in the palace were accustomed to stepping on the low and flattering the high—no one had ever carefully scrutinized a lowly eunuch who might not live to see tomorrow. Moreover, he had concealed himself while in the Eastern Palace, so being recognized by Song Wan under tonight’s moonlight truly caught him off guard.

Shen Qianyu rapidly considered in his mind the current situation of the Eastern Palace versus the Third and Fifth Princes, surmising that the Song family—or at least Song Wan presently—would harbor no ill intentions toward the Eastern Palace.

He lowered his eyes in contemplation for a moment, then nodded to acknowledge his identity as Ji Rong.

Seeing him admit it, Song Wan could hardly believe it either.

She had met very few men. Although Ji Rong was merely an inner court servant and couldn’t be considered a proper man, to her the impression had been profound enough.

It had only been a casual question, yet she had truly confirmed that the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince was not some incompetent cripple after all.

Seeing Song Wan’s round eyes widen slightly with a relieved expression, Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but raise an eyebrow in a faint smile.

She had indeed guessed correctly.

The Song family truly did have thoughts of making contact with him—he just didn’t know whether this was Song Fu’s intention or Song Lan’an’s intention.

Shen Qianyu sat on the ground, no longer in a hurry to leave.

Whether Song Fu or Song Lan’an, either would be a great asset to him in his solitary position.

“Help him up and escort him to the side chamber. Nanny Lang, I trouble you to fetch some medicinal powder to stop this eunuch’s bleeding.”

“Ah, this old servant understands.”

Hearing he was a eunuch, Ruan Pozi relaxed inwardly and turned to head to the small storage room to fetch medicine.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also stepped aside, no longer blocking Song Wan’s figure.

An inner court eunuch from the palace couldn’t ruin their young miss’s reputation, so there was no need to be so tense.

Looking at the short, ostentatious brocade robe Shen Qianyu wore, Heng Wu nodded to herself—it was indeed the flowery style and color that palace eunuchs favored.

She remembered they liked precisely this kind of garish yet wealthy but rather vulgar items.

Heng Wu’s gaze swept over Shen Qianyu’s head, feeling somewhat disappointed when she saw he wasn’t wearing any women’s golden hairpins.

Seeing through the thoughts of these several women clearly, Shen Qianyu sat on the ground pressing his wound and laughed.

“Aiya, this eunuch, how did you get injured so severely? This won’t do, this old servant must find you a physician…”

“No need for such trouble, just some medicinal powder will suffice.”

Taking the hemostatic powder from Ruan Pozi’s hands, Shen Qianyu poured all the powder from the white porcelain bottle onto his own wound. Song Wan watching from the side felt uncomfortable and slightly turned her face away to avoid the sight.

Seeing her standing at the side chamber doorway, Shen Qianyu said, “City…”

“Eunuch may simply call me Song Wan.”

Having played the role of eunuch for so long, Shen Qianyu felt nothing amiss and readily called her Miss Song.

Song Wan nodded. Ruan Pozi entered carrying a copper basin, set down the hot water and said, “Eunuch may use this to wash.” She then went to the kitchen to prepare food.

“Eunuch should rest first today. Song Wan will not disturb you.”

That word “today” let Shen Qianyu know this person had words to say to him, but out of propriety didn’t wish to trouble an injured person with conversation, which was why she was letting him rest first.

Shen Qianyu thought to himself that Song Wan truly had the bearing of a great family, conducting herself according to propriety and protocol, never overstepping boundaries.

No wonder Jiang Yan didn’t dare reveal even the slightest trace of his feelings—he probably feared that if this rigid female scholar learned of his admiration, she would die of shame and anger.

His gaze sweeping over Song Wan, Shen Qianyu nodded in agreement.

He also wanted to know what the Song family was planning.

The two harbored their own calculations, and neither slept particularly soundly that night.

Early the next morning when Shen Qianyu awoke, the wound on his body had already mostly healed. If not for benefiting from his naturally gifted constitution, he probably would have died countless times over these years.

Changing into the coarse cloth clothing Ruan Pozi had prepared for him yesterday, Shen Qianyu walked out of the side chamber.

This residence only had two courtyards, so as soon as he emerged he saw Song Wan wearing a lotus-blue brocade skirt with a silver-patterned gauze outer garment, holding a book and carefully reading in her room.

Her appearance was quite pleasing, and she possessed a reasonably intelligent mind, so watching her didn’t make one feel vexed or bored.

“Is Eunuch’s injury somewhat better?”

“Much better, thank you for your concern, Miss.”

Seeing Shen Qianyu appear, Song Wan set down her book and walked into the courtyard. After learning he had already eaten breakfast, she had Heng Zhi brew tea and invited him to converse leisurely in the courtyard.

“Yesterday Eunuch stayed behind, surely already having made plans. I wonder if Wan’er may conveniently ask a question or two?”

The appearance of an Eastern Palace eunuch in her own courtyard was extraordinary to begin with—how could Song Wan believe this was mere coincidence? She had pondered for a long time yesterday, guessing that the Crown Prince also had intentions of joining forces with the Song family. However, Song Wan didn’t understand the meaning behind that bag of sugar confection he had brought.

After brewing tea, Heng Zhi brought tea snacks on a square carved lacquer tray, atop which was the Liu Family sugar confection Shen Qianyu had delivered yesterday.

Shen Qianyu knew she was testing him, so he spoke: “I wonder whether Miss Song’s conversation with me today represents the Song family or Song Fu?”

“This humble woman is of lowly position and cannot represent the Song family.”

Shen Qianyu nodded inwardly—having Song Fu wasn’t bad either. He wasn’t picky.

Seeing he had no reaction, Song Wan’s gaze glanced at the sugar confection on the table, surmising that the Eastern Palace must have already made contact with her elder brother, otherwise Ji Rong wouldn’t have come here seeking her.

However…

Song Wan said, “This sugar confection is a rather famous snack in the capital. I wonder if Eunuch knows whether the Crown Prince, having spent many years in Nanqing, enjoys this kind of food?”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow, a trace of amusement showing in his eyes.

This Song Wan was rather interesting. Seemingly asking about this children’s snack, she was actually probing whether he had thought of the capital during his years in Nanqing, and also asking what his view of the capital was.

Shen Qianyu furrowed his brows slightly, carefully considering this question.

Having been sent to Nanqing as a hostage since childhood, he was extremely unfamiliar with everything in the capital and had no idea what famous snacks the capital had. But there was one thing he could tell Song Wan—although he resented Emperor Wenhui and had little sense of belonging to the capital, compared to this place, he hated Nanqing even more.

Shen Qianyu smiled faintly: “If you speak of who in this world most hates Nanqing, it must undoubtedly be the Crown Prince.”

Song Wan slowly nodded, inwardly breathing a sigh of relief.

Seeing her expression, Shen Qianyu smiled lightly.

He hadn’t expected that Song Wan, a mere woman, would actually harbor concern for family and country, possessing considerable ambition to prosper and establish the nation. She was indeed far superior to wine sacks and rice bags like Qian Chao who occupied positions without performing their duties.

“Since the Crown Prince so despises Nanqing, he must have suffered considerable inhuman torment in Nanqing.”

Shen Qianyu subconsciously glanced at his own pair of hands exposed outside his sleeves, then carelessly looked away.

How could she know that the torment he received in his own country was no less than in Nanqing?

However, Shen Qianyu had never been one to enjoy wallowing in past events. He fought for that chair to survive—if he won the struggle, it meant his fate brought wealth and nobility; if he couldn’t win it, it meant his fate was full of misfortune and he deserved to be bullied and humiliated his entire life.

Raising his hand to fill the teacup before him, Shen Qianyu rather boldly tilted his head back and drained it in one gulp.

Seeing his unrestrained manner, Song Wan suddenly felt something was out of place—as if these actions were not something a eunuch who had been ground down and ordered about in the inner palace for years should be capable of performing.
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Song Wan only felt a thought flash through her mind but disappear just as quickly, leaving her no time to contemplate it carefully.

“Do you have something you wish to ask this… eunuch?”

Seeing Song Wan’s eyes reveal doubt, Shen Qianyu spoke indifferently, interrupting her contemplation.

Song Wan nodded. “I wonder when Eunuch entered the Crown Prince’s service?”

Was she worried he had no voice before the Crown Prince, such that she would waste her efforts dealing with him?

To think this person was so meticulous in thought and watertight in her actions.

After thinking it over, Shen Qianyu said, “Eight years.”

Eight years—meaning he had been by the Crown Prince’s side since the Prince had just returned to the capital. Such a person must be highly valued by the Eastern Palace.

Song Wan felt relieved, no longer afraid of working in vain.

However, she still had a question. Though she didn’t know whether this person would answer her, after pondering for a moment she still spoke: “I wonder if Eunuch could conveniently inform me—why did the Crown Prince move against the First Prince during the Lantern Festival?”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu suddenly laughed.

This woman was truly exceptionally intelligent.

“Is Miss Song asking whether the Crown Prince only gained the means to deal with the First Prince after eight years back in the capital, or are you asking why he had the capability yet only moved when the First Prince was already ruined?”

The former asked about his current strength, the latter was asking whether he possessed the character and bearing worth Song Fu pledging allegiance to.

Looking at Song Wan, Shen Qianyu seemed to somewhat understand why Jiang Yan had always held this sister-in-law at the tip of his heart.

This woman truly had extraordinary qualities—she wasn’t merely someone with a beautiful face as he had originally thought.

Thinking of Jiang Yan, Shen Qianyu frowned, feeling regret once more.

Seeing him ask so directly, Song Wan felt rather embarrassed and blushed.

Within the inner quarters, verbal sparring was mostly roundabout and subtle, preferring to beat around the bush ten times over. By rights, palace people should be even more so, but she didn’t know why this person before her didn’t resemble the eunuchs she had commonly encountered.

Song Wan was puzzled, so she also learned from Shen Qianyu’s manner and asked directly.

Sure enough, Shen Qianyu’s face showed a clear expression. Song Wan understood this person liked straightforward dealings.

“I came from the Dong Chang.”

Having pretended to be a eunuch for so many years, Shen Qianyu told this lie with practiced ease.

“No wonder Eunuch differs somewhat from the inner court servants in the palace.”

Song Wan had only heard of the Dong Chang’s evil reputation but had never seen the Dong Chang’s lackeys, so naturally she didn’t know how the Dong Chang differed from palace inner servants. Hearing him say this, she felt it was rather reasonable.

“I wonder if Eunuch could answer on his behalf?”

Shen Qianyu said, “I suppose I can.”

“The Crown Prince moved against the First Prince during the Lantern Festival not because there were no opportunities before, but because before the First Prince was abandoned by His Majesty, he was the hottest candidate for succession.”

“At that time, the Third and Fifth Princes were still young. If the First Prince suddenly died violently, the court would certainly give rise to internal troubles.”

With Nanqing outside and troubles arising within—unfavorable to country and family—Shen Qianyu disdained to do such a thing. Later, when it was exposed that the First Prince had moral failings and was confined by His Majesty for a long time, he couldn’t find an opportunity and thus dragged it out until now.

“It was merely a personal grudge. In the Crown Prince’s heart, the peaceful lives of the common people and the state’s foundation come first—how could he lose the greater for the lesser?”

No matter how much he disliked Shen Qianchi and Emperor Wenhui, he wouldn’t provoke a court civil war for his own private interests. This bit of masculine integrity he still possessed.

Picking up a piece of sugar confection and tossing it into his mouth, Shen Qianyu crunched away eating it.

Song Wan’s eyes widened, slightly shocked.

“Am I not allowed to eat it?”

She dumbly shook her head. “Of course you may eat it.”

She had just never seen someone so… so uninhibited.

Turning her gaze away from Shen Qianyu, Song Wan said, “The Crown Prince possesses great benevolence, great wisdom, great righteousness, and great courage—truly the court’s blessing.”

“Oh?”

Hearing these words, Shen Qianyu became interested.

This was Song Wan’s sincere statement, but it also carried several parts intent to pledge allegiance. After contemplating for a moment she said, “The Crown Prince suffered from partiality since childhood, was never treated fairly, and moreover served as hostage in Nanqing for many years, necessarily enduring much inhuman torment. Yet the Crown Prince’s actions show no sinister damage, and his character still contains brightness.”

“Having personally tasted the world’s evils yet still maintaining goodwill and understanding the common people’s suffering, having long experienced darkness yet not losing his pure heart—this shows the Crown Prince’s nature is supremely good.”

“Never experiencing hardship or betrayal while remaining uniformly kind might only be called naïveté, but like the Crown Prince who has seen so much of human hearts’ malice yet can still place others’ survival before his own…”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “I think the Crown Prince’s benevolent heart can truly be called great goodness.”

“Moreover, in the Lantern Festival matter he struck cleanly and decisively, never losing his great righteousness due to hatred or prolonging the torment of those he despised. This shows his character is magnanimous—neither weak nor lacking in spirit.”

“If our dynasty’s realm falls into the Crown Prince’s hands, there will certainly be peaceful seas and clear rivers, eternal peace for ten thousand generations.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu first showed a dazed expression, then laughed heartily. “In the art of flattery and fawning, Miss Song is quite skilled indeed.”

Song Wan was angered by his words, her face flushing.

Although she had indeed picked some favorable words to say wanting to pledge allegiance, there was also eighty percent sincerity in those words. But this inner servant before her somehow actually mocked her instead.

Song Wan pressed her lips together slightly, somewhat angry.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu realized she was actually sincere and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

In this entire world, having one person understand his suffering and speak a fair word for him—he felt it was enough. Those days and nights in Nanqing unable to sleep due to pain and humiliation seemed to slowly fade. The anger and resentment in his heart from being unable to change his circumstances, unable to break free from the shackles of identity and responsibility, also gradually calmed because of Song Wan’s few words.

Shen Qianyu smiled faintly. “Today, what Miss Song has said, I will convey to the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince.”

“However, from what I know, Lord Song seems to favor the Fifth Prince more. If the Song family harbors thoughts of hedging their bets, you might want to consider whether you’ll capsize into the ditch later.”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief, momentarily speechless.

Shen Qianyu knew she couldn’t control Song Lan’an, so he didn’t press her.

Being able to gain Song Fu’s support was already beyond today’s expected harvest. Compared to Song Lan’an, he actually valued Song Yuning who was in the rear palace more highly.

Shen Qianyu knew that if he wanted to secure his position as Crown Prince, Song Yuning’s status would be indispensable in helping him.

“These words I will convey intact to my elder brother.”

Shen Qianyu nodded, no longer pursuing Song family matters in detail.

The two fell silent for a time. Just as Song Wan was about to leave, Shen Qianyu suddenly said, “I heard… your elder brother mentioned you’ve read many books?”

“I’ve read a few.”

Shen Qianyu said, “The Crown Prince went to Nanqing as a hostage since childhood. No one taught him how to conduct himself and advance or retreat, nor those matters of ritual, music, archery, charioteering, writing, and mathematics. But if he wishes to maneuver among the aristocratic families, he must know how to interact with them. The Crown Prince doesn’t understand those things about the capital’s aristocratic families’ social obligations. If you have time, you could teach him the skills of self-cultivation and governing people.”

If one spoke of what most troubled Shen Qianyu since returning to the capital, it was dealing with those aristocratic great families.

He had no strategists by his side and didn’t dare easily expose his identity. Thus, over all these years, relying only on himself and the Dong Chang’s power, he had merely befriended several officials of insignificant rank and庶sons of great families.

He had spent plenty of silver, yet hadn’t managed to make friends with a single useful person.

Shen Qianyu never understood why he could never integrate into those aristocratic families’ legitimate sons’ circles.

However, just as this matter was raised, Song Wan understood Shen Qianyu’s meaning.

After thinking it over, Song Wan said, “Those who have been distinguished for three generations understand clothing, those distinguished for five generations understand food and drink. In families where wealth and nobility have been passed down, their every movement—walking, sitting, standing—every gesture and advance or retreat has its rules. How to dress, how to eat, when to say what words, when one should stay silent and cannot speak—all are matters of learning.”

“Not understanding, or breaching etiquette in one place, naturally one can never again integrate among these aristocratic families’ sons.”

“The Crown Prince, not having been nurtured in this since childhood, certainly finds it very difficult to communicate with them.”

Chapter 113: Playing Tricks
“Miss Song speaks truly.”

Shen Qianyu said, “I wonder what method Miss Song has?”

He had struggled to survive in the crevices of the rear palace with great difficulty. Only in these past two or three years had he gained any room to turn things around, which was why he had never truly been able to enter the center of the capital’s powerful elite.

This left Shen Qianyu in a very passive position.

In previous years when the Third and Fifth Princes were still young, he still had time to carefully scheme. But now, though it appeared the Third and Fifth had both suffered losses, the situation was actually more deadlocked than before.

The First Prince was already ruined, the Third Prince’s appearance completely destroyed with no chance at the throne, the Fifth Prince had injured his leg—but once his broken bones healed and he could walk normally, the imperial throne could be said to be in the bag.

His birth couldn’t compare to Shen Qianshu’s, he also had the experience of being a hostage in Nanqing, and the court regarded him with shame. Moreover, he possessed nothing of value and had no supporters behind him. To say his chances of turning things around were a fantasy would not be an exaggeration.

If not for this, he wouldn’t have come to inquire of a woman, having nowhere else to turn for help.

“I wonder in what manner the Crown Prince’s people have previously befriended aristocratic family sons?”

Shen Qianyu said, “Nothing more than eating meat and drinking wine together, at flower houses…”

Thinking that Song Wan was rather rigid, afraid that mentioning going to flower houses to listen to music would make her uncomfortable, Shen Qianyu swallowed his words back down.

“It’s just that in such matters, plenty of silver was spent but little gained.”

Song Wan curved her lips in a light smile. “This approach won’t work.”

“If I haven’t guessed wrong, in the past the Crown Prince frequently hosted those wastrel young masters for entertainment, correct?”

“Exactly so.”

“The Crown Prince’s thinking wasn’t wrong, but aristocratic noble sons aren’t entertained this way.”

Song Wan smiled gently. “Hosting has its particular rules. How a superior hosts an inferior, how the banquet should be arranged, the east and west seating—all have their significance. And the Crown Prince’s people from the start positioned themselves in a subordinate seeking favor position. In this case, if no stunning methods or clever tricks were produced during the banquet, those nobles wouldn’t take notice.”

“To them, being willing to attend the banquet is already a great favor—they naturally won’t give more, much less form friendships.”

Shen Qianyu’s brow furrowed slightly, his expression also becoming more serious by three parts.

Seeing he had no heart to belittle women, Song Wan said softly, “How to entertain, what to entertain with—all have their particular rules. Who brings whom into the gathering, whom you wish to befriend within the gathering, why befriend them, for what purpose befriend them, whether what you seek and the entangled forces behind that person might conflict—the benefits and drawbacks of each family must all be calculated clearly.”

“Those of higher status cannot be easily banqueted, those of lower status cannot be casually invited. How to invite superiors, how to invite inferiors—all are matters of learning.”

Shen Qianyu carefully savored Song Wan’s words, his breathing slightly quickening.

He most detested these troublesome aristocratic family rules and social obligations.

“To truly associate with the capital’s aristocratic family sons, eating and drinking comes second.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes slightly, recalling what those pampered wastrels enjoyed.

“Take watching dances and listening to music, for example—you must watch the palace’s direction. If the other day a palace noble listened to a pipa piece and praised it highly, then during this period when going out, you should listen to and appreciate pipa pieces more.”

“Why is this?”

Song Wan said, “To inform people you’re well-versed in palace news.”

Shen Qianyu immediately understood Song Wan’s meaning.

Someone who could know palace internal affairs, especially these small matters, must have some status—at least someone who could speak with those in the palace. If one made such a move within a gathering, it would certainly attract those of equivalent status.

Status, closeness, and hierarchy would immediately be revealed. Those who understood the situation would naturally gather together at once.

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan with a complex expression.

“For refined pursuits there are drinking games, word games, chess matches and flower viewing. For martial activities there are ice games and hunting, cuju ball games, pitch-pot, tug-of-war, chuiwan golf, and such—you must understand all these and be proficient at them.”

“Knowing how to entertain and entertaining skillfully shows this person comes from distinguished nobility with a wealthy household. Entertaining elegantly shows the family has poetry and books passed down through generations, incomparable to merchant types.”

The more Shen Qianyu listened, the darker his expression became.

Since he could remember, he had worried daily about whether he could survive to the next day—when had he ever known these things? He thought he had hidden himself well, that even with only the gold and silver mountains Duan Yiting had accumulated, he could do as he pleased in the capital.

Yet he never imagined that only today did he learn that in the hearts of those noble young masters, he was nothing more than a jumping clown.

Shen Qianyu was about to say he had no time to learn these things when he heard Song Wan speak doubtfully, “However, this method is only suitable for gradual planning and not suitable for the Crown Prince to befriend court officials.”

“Even befriending a few aristocratic family sons for the Eastern Palace is useless. Why doesn’t the Crown Prince directly plant his own people in the court? Surely this would be much better than befriending those pampered wastrels?”

Shen Qianyu glanced at Song Wan. For some reason, Song Wan detected several parts grievance in his look.

She pressed her lips together slightly, her starry eyes widening. “Why?”

Shen Qianyu’s face was expressionless. “The Crown Prince befriends these people precisely to plant people in the court.”

Before his wings were fully grown, Shen Qianyu didn’t dare casually expose his identity. If he hadn’t clearly understood the Song residence’s situation, he fundamentally wouldn’t have admitted his Ji Rong identity to Song Wan.

Therefore, aside from the Dong Chang, not one person in court stood with the Crown Prince. They had practically forgotten the Eastern Palace even had a Crown Prince.

“Why go to such trouble?”

“You have a method?”

Song Wan said, “Eunuch comes from the Dong Chang, indicating the force the Crown Prince relies on is the Dong Chang?”

“Yes.”

“I have a method. Please listen, Eunuch.”

Song Wan said, “The Crown Prince can have Dong Chang people seek out important court officials and have them pledge loyalty to the Dong Chang’s master.”

“I don’t understand your meaning.”

“Presently no one knows who the Dong Chang’s master is. In the future there’s also no need to say, and it cannot be said.”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow, immediately grasping Song Wan’s meaning.

She was teaching him to play tricks.

Borrowing the Dong Chang’s name, pulling court officials onto a boat nominally for the Third and Fifth Princes but actually for the Eastern Palace. First handle and complete matters the Eastern Palace seeks. In this way, using borrowed force would both avoid exposing his identity and achieve objectives. As long as it wasn’t matters that could influence the succession struggle, no one would question the Dong Chang’s position.

They also wouldn’t dare bypass the Dong Chang to inquire of their true master about those inconsequential small arrangements.

And in the future, once he restored his Crown Prince identity, as long as the Dong Chang revealed their true master of allegiance, those already on the boat—even if unwilling to acknowledge it—would have to acknowledge it.

Shen Qianyu felt wildly delighted, never expecting this woman’s few words could help him solve a problem that had troubled him for so long.

“Miss Song possesses great talent. If you had a man’s body, you could certainly become a minister or general, supporting the times and saving the world.”

Song Wan pressed her lips in a smile, her face showing a slight bashful expression.

Shen Qianyu became interested and said further, “According to Miss Song’s words, I wonder when you feel the Crown Prince should inform the world there’s still an Eastern Palace master would be most appropriate?”

“Now that the Fifth Prince’s injuries haven’t healed, this humble woman feels the Crown Prince should still hide his capabilities and bide his time. If Shen Qianshu truly becomes disabled, in the future the Crown Prince can win without battle.”

“And presently Noble Consort Jiang’s entire energy is focused on protecting the Fifth Prince’s safe recovery. The Crown Prince can also take advantage of this period to act subtly, conducting affairs in the Fifth Prince’s name.”

This aligned with his own thoughts.

Thinking of several people, Shen Qianyu inwardly pondered where he should arrange them.

As he was contemplating, Song Wan said, “When the Crown Prince restores his identity, he will also need to prove his worthiness and great capability to the world. Only thus can he overawe the court officials and make them willingly serve the Eastern Palace.”

Hearing these words, Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes without speaking, carefully considering everything he had done and encountered from when he went to Nanqing as a hostage until today.

Chapter 114: Marriage Alliance
Having been sent to Nanqing as a hostage since childhood, he was no different from a Nanqing slave—naturally there was nothing worth mentioning.

If one spoke of returning to the capital and entering the rear palace…

Shen Qianyu’s eyes gradually turned cold, his entire body pervaded with a faint chill.

When he first returned to the capital, it was precisely when the First Prince’s reputation was at its peak. Shen Qianchi occupied the positions of legitimate eldest son, with countless supporters in court. At that time, the Third Prince Shen Qianbai was merely a swaddled infant, and the Fifth Prince hadn’t yet been born.

The Empress feared he would become Shen Qianchi’s stumbling block, so she continuously sent people into the Eastern Palace to assassinate him.

At first he resisted desperately, but later discovered that whenever the Empress sent people to the Eastern Palace, the palace guards would invariably disappear. Over time he realized all this was tacitly permitted by His Majesty.

Shen Qianyu let out a derisive laugh, casting aside the past without further mention.

By rights, even if his life was extraordinarily resilient, it couldn’t withstand the Empress and First Prince sending people every few days—poison today, hidden arrows tomorrow—truly impossible to defend against.

That he could seek even a thread of survival was because after the Empress failed for so long, she sought out Duan Yiting.

Thinking of the scene where Duan Yiting nearly snapped his neck, Shen Qianyu subconsciously straightened his spine.

“Little beast, you do have a fine pair of eyes.”

The eunuch’s shrill and sinister voice made Shen Qianyu’s hair stand on end. He stared fixedly at Duan Yiting, even thinking for a moment that if he strangled him to death right here, it might not be such a bad thing.

“This pair of eyes—this family head quite likes them. Like a wolf cub, unyielding.”

Duan Yiting released his hand, sweeping his robes to sit in the Eastern Palace’s golden chair.

“The Empress sent this family head to probe your character. If you’re one with brains, we’ll scoop out that brain and feed it to dogs. If you’re a fool, we’ll leave you a complete corpse. Tell me, are you one with brains or a fool?”

Shen Qianyu glanced sideways at Duan Yiting and snorted coldly. “I’m one with roots.”

“You!”

“Little beast, this family head wants your life!”

Duan Yiting flew forward, his curved fingers viciously gripping his throat. Shen Qianyu only heard a crack, followed by intense pain in his throat.

His vision went white and he quickly found breathing difficult, his mind becoming completely blank.

Shen Qianyu closed his eyes. Just as he was feeling liberated, he heard Duan Yiting say, “Want to die? Not so easy.”

That old eunuch released him, then slapped his face, actually forcing him to gasp one last breath.

“You do have a tough skeleton. This family head will see just how tough these bones are.”

During that period, Shen Qianyu only felt death would be preferable to life. That old eunuch daily sought out sinister cruel punishments from the Dong Chang’s torture hall to torment him, while simultaneously using secret palace medicines to keep him alive.

Later, that old eunuch went mad somehow—unable to torture him to death, he made him call him father.

That dead eunuch thought he, as the Eastern Palace’s master, would certainly be unable to endure such humiliation, yet never expected how genuinely and emotionally he could call him father.

Acknowledging a dead eunuch as adoptive father could preserve his life—such a profitable deal, he’d be a fool not to accept.

Eastern Palace Crown Prince? Empty title only.

Shen Qianyu picked up the tea cup before him and slowly drank.

Ridiculously enough, in all his life, only after acknowledging Duan Yiting as father did he finally live some stable days.

Truly fate and destiny—without Duan Yiting, he probably wouldn’t have survived to this day.

Later, after recuperating, he and Duan Yiting’s other adopted son Wan Xiao joined forces to incapacitate that dead eunuch in the Eastern Palace, poisoning him half to death to serve as the paralyzed Eastern Palace Crown Prince.

Using Dong Chang secret arts, Shen Qianyu henceforth moved between different identities as Wan Xiao and Ji Rong, scheming for great undertakings.

Shen Qianyu quickly reviewed his past experiences but still couldn’t find even half an incident that could prove his worthiness and capability.

After pondering a long time, Shen Qianyu said, “If speaking of the Crown Prince’s abilities, it would probably be enduring humiliation and bearing heavy burdens, being flexible and adaptable.”

“…”

Song Wan’s smile froze, and she gently said, “This probably won’t work. The Crown Prince’s suffering cannot be glorified.”

Shen Qianyu laughed coldly. “Glorified? I fear it cannot even be mentioned.”

A nation’s Crown Prince without any honor—every mention would probably pierce the soft and incompetent hearts of those court officials.

So in the future when he wanted to ascend, not only could he not inform the world of the suffering he endured, he would have to help that group of wine sacks and rice bags whitewash everything as peaceful.

He’d probably even have to say that after going to Nanqing, relying on the great dynasty’s prestige, he lived days of wealthy honor and pampered ease.

Shen Qianyu’s hands suddenly clenched tight, yet powerlessly slowly loosened again.

Song Wan turned her head, no longer looking toward Shen Qianyu.

All matters in the world were thus—the two words “fairness” were easily said but extremely difficult to find. Moreover, fingers have different lengths and people are divided by status. Things determined from birth that cannot be changed—where should one seek fairness?

Pouring tea for Shen Qianyu, Song Wan also pushed the character-grid porcelain dish containing tea snacks closer to him. The Crown Prince’s life in the palace was also uneasy—how much more so for a eunuch by his side?

Recalling the two occasions she’d seen Ji Rong, Song Wan felt some sympathy.

“The Crown Prince has many inconveniences in the palace. I wonder if there’s anything this humble woman can help with?”

Seeing Shen Qianyu’s palm still bore traces of injury from broken porcelain, Song Wan said, “Let me have Heng Zhi prepare some medicine to send to Eunuch.”

After speaking, Song Wan curtsied slightly then turned to leave.

Before long she returned carrying medicine. “Among these are some warming tonic medicines, as well as hemostatic and bruise-dissolving external wound powders.”

Introducing each type of medicine to Shen Qianyu one by one, Song Wan also took out two velvet pouches and placed them on the medicine tray.

Two portions of medicine with identical specifications and quantities, showing no distinction of status—Shen Qianyu fell slightly silent, then put the items away.

“Yesterday caused much disturbance, frightening Miss and the courtyard’s maidservants—truly inappropriate. If there’s opportunity, I will certainly repay this in the future.”

Song Wan smiled gently, not taking these words of repayment to heart.

After Shen Qianyu left, she wrote a letter informing Song Fu that she had already negotiated with the Eastern Palace eunuch. Upon receiving the letter, Song Fu was extremely pleased.

The Eastern Palace was indeed as he guessed—not an incompetent lot. Song Fu properly handled the letter in his hand and went to Song Lan’an’s study.

Song Lan’an was in his study appreciating famous calligraphy and paintings. Seeing Song Fu enter, he carefully set down the collection in his hands and said indifferently, “What is it?”

Song Fu nodded. After thinking, he informed Song Lan’an of his guesses and the message Song Wan had sent today.

“Your son knows Father has plans to invest in the Fifth Prince instead, but even for Aunt’s and Wan’er’s sake, Father shouldn’t make this move.”

Song Lan’an laughed derisively. “How did an inner quarters woman make contact with the Eastern Palace? Aren’t you afraid Wan’er fell into someone’s scheme and was pushed to be the sacrificial pawn?”

“Regarding anything involving the Song family, Wan’er will be extremely cautious. Father may not trust Wan’er, but your son does.”

“Does Father think Wan’er would gamble the entire household’s lives on an unknown?”

Song Lan’an waved his hand. “I’m aware of this matter. You may leave.”

“What does Father plan to do?”

As father and son were conversing, Madam Song approached with a maidservant. Seeing this, Song Fu withdrew. Madam Song, carrying soup she had just stewed, walked to Song Lan’an’s side.

“I stewed some supplements for Master. Master mustn’t overwork himself.”

Song Lan’an was calculating something and, hearing this, only lightly hummed in acknowledgment.

Madam Song should have left but didn’t move. Song Lan’an frowned. “You have more to say?”

Madam Song said, “The Cui family hasn’t mentioned the marriage with Yao’er for quite some time. I’m wondering if it’s because of Wan’er that the Cui family has developed concerns? Master also knows the Cui clan is of distinguished nobility. Those who can marry into the Cui family are all…”

“Since the Cui clan is dissatisfied with Yao’er, let this marriage be canceled.”

Madam Song suddenly gripped the handkerchief in her hand tightly, her eyes full of disbelief.

Song Lan’an was unconcerned. “You need not concern yourself further with Yao’er and Nian’er’s marriages.”

Thinking of what Song Fu had just said, Song Lan’an continued, “I have my own arrangements for their two marriages.”

Chapter 115: Catching Adultery
“I wonder what plans Master has?”

Song Lan’an frowned. “You seem to have nothing to do today. Have all the rear courtyard matters been completed?”

Madam Song smiled awkwardly. “There’s nothing amiss at home. It’s just that this concubine is concerned about Yao’er and her sisters. Master also knows Yao’er will soon reach her hairpin ceremony age. This marriage has been delayed again and again. If it’s not settled soon, I fear it will be difficult to find a superior family in the future.”

“Didn’t Master also greatly value the marriage arrangement with the Cui clan before?”

“The Cui family’s Twelfth Young Master just passed the imperial examination, and his scholarship is exceptionally excellent. The Cui clan isn’t an ordinary wealthy family—they’re a proper family with poetry and books passed down through generations, each with true capabilities.”

“Lan’er is now past three years old and about to begin his education. This concubine was thinking of the Cui family…”

Song Lan’an’s brow furrowed tightly. “No matter how good the Cui family is, what use is it if they’re dissatisfied with Yao’er? Have you ever seen marriage negotiations between two households where the woman’s side rushes to marry off their daughter?”

“Moreover, what does Lan’er’s education have to do with the Cui clan? Can you send him to the Cui family school?”

“And I said I have other plans for Yao’er and Nian’er’s marriages. Can’t you understand?”

“Master misunderstands. How would this concubine dare?”

Forcing a smile, Madam Song ladled the warming tonic soup for Song Lan’an. After Song Lan’an ate, she personally cleared the bowls and chopsticks before leaving with a smile.

However, as soon as she exited the study door, the smile on her face froze.

“Madam, Master said he has arrangements for Second Miss’s marriage. What arrangements exactly?”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened slightly. “Arrangements? When has he ever cared about Yao’er or Nian’er? This marriage with the Cui family—I begged and pleaded with such difficulty to negotiate it. The entire Cui family is of distinguished nobility. How many court officials have emerged from three generations?”

“Such a family naturally values propriety and observes proper etiquette. Previously, I exhausted myself to catch Old Madam Cui’s eye. Now look—a marriage that was all but certain ultimately fell through.”

“Before, when that Song Wan made such a spectacular scene with the Chengyang Marquis’s household, the entire capital knew about that mess of ugliness. Lady Cui the Third dropped hints several times, and I could only smile and gloss over it.”

“Song Wan, as the Song household’s legitimate eldest daughter, now privately fled the residence shouting about severing ties with her husband. How could a family like the Cui clan look favorably upon such behavior?”

Throwing her handkerchief to the ground, Madam Song said, “Truly what one fears comes to pass. She’s caused the entire family to be in turmoil. Now the eldest master has even privately arranged a residence for her outside—what kind of situation is this? The Song household’s conduct is increasingly lacking in propriety. If I were Lady Cui, I too would look down on such a family.”

“You go inquire around—among all the families of higher birth in the capital, which household has such a legitimate eldest daughter? If even a household’s legitimate eldest daughter acts so absurdly, how can one blame others for looking down on us?”

The nanny serving by her side said, “Madam, don’t be anxious. Perhaps Master truly has better plans.”

“Even if there are good ones, they won’t benefit Yao’er or Nian’er.”

Madam Song’s voice carried a sobbing tone. “You’re not unaware of how partial that man is. In all these years, has he ever cared for the three children I bore? His thoughts are biased who knows where. Look at those two’s names, then look at Yao’er, Nian’er, and Lan’er—so petty and common.”

“All these years, haven’t all the good things in the household gone to the eldest first? He’s the household’s legitimate eldest son—we can’t compare, can’t compete. I accept that.”

“But what about now? Master, someone who values propriety above all, actually said we can’t send our daughter to the Marquis household to be mistreated.”

“The Marquis household can’t mistreat her now, but my children are implicated to the point where marriage proposals can’t even be discussed. Does he have no heart?”

“Madam, please don’t think this way. Master must have his plans.”

Pressing her handkerchief to the corners of her eyes, Madam Song’s tone was despairing. “Even you probably don’t believe those words yourself. Yao’er’s hairpin ceremony is imminent—how can she afford to wait for him to slowly make plans?”

“No, in this matter I must rely on myself.”

Madam Song wiped away her tears and spoke softly. “In a few days, accompany me to seek out Song Wan.”

The old woman originally wanted to say this wasn’t appropriate—if the eldest master found out, he would certainly be angry. But seeing her madam cry until her eyelids were red and swollen, then thinking of the two implicated young misses, she ultimately swallowed these words back down.

No one knew or cared about Madam Song’s thoughts, and it didn’t affect Song Fu finding time to visit Song Wan at the suburban residence whenever he could.

Previously, when Song Wan was keeping her widow’s vigil at the Marquis household, she fundamentally couldn’t leave the Marquis household’s gates. As her elder brother, it wasn’t appropriate for him to visit his younger sister at her husband’s family home. He could only entrust Madam Song to bring some prepared items during festivals.

But he and Madam Song weren’t birth mother and son—this layer between them made things very inconvenient.

Now, having placed his younger sister under his own watchful care, Song Fu couldn’t help but visit frequently. He could both bring items and check whether the residence was safe.

“The eldest young master has arrived.”

Old Nanny Lang welcomed him in with a face full of joy. Seeing another cartload of items outside the door, she couldn’t help but smile.

The eldest miss attracted affection, but in the family it seemed only the eldest master would cherish her. Feeling pained in her heart, Old Nanny Lang had people place the items at the entrance. After seeing those delivery servants leave, she called for Jinshu.

Jinshu had been strong since childhood. Before long, she had carried all the items from the cart into the courtyard.

Song Fu saw Song Wan standing in the central hall watching him and couldn’t help but smile. “Come see what your elder brother bought for you.”

Holding a brocade box in his hands, Song Fu handed it to Song Wan. “Open it and look.”

Song Wan accepted it and slowly opened it. Upon seeing a box full of brilliantly colorful silk flowers in various hues, her smile froze for a moment.

Song Fu said, “Last time I noticed you liked bright colors, so your elder brother selected some for you. The shopkeeper said these are new goods from the south, not yet available in the capital.”

Song Wan reached out to pick up a goose-yellow silk begonia flower with gold thread and smiling, pinned it in her hair. “Thank you, elder brother. Wan’er likes them very much.”

The enormous silk flower made Song Wan’s pretty face appear three sizes smaller. Seeing this, Song Fu nodded seriously. “Festive and brilliant—very suitable for you.”

Looking down at the box of silk flowers, Song Wan smiled as she arranged them one by one neatly.

“Today Old Nanny Lang made soft-bone fish and shrimp tofu soup, as well as thousand-mile preserved meat and roasted chicken—all dishes elder brother enjoys. Later, elder brother should have several more bowls.”

Song Fu smiled and nodded, then instructed Song Wan that he had prepared silks and satins for her, and in a few days when the weather turned cold, to remember to make new clothes and shoes, among other trivial matters.

As the siblings stood in the central hall conversing, suddenly a commotion came from outside the gate.

The two turned to look, hearing someone continuously pounding on the door outside.

“I’ll go see.”

Having Heng Zhi accompany Song Wan into her room, Song Fu walked out alone.

Old Nanny Lang was bracing against the door bolt preventing those outside from barging in. Outside, someone kept forcefully beating on the door, never responding no matter how Old Nanny Lang questioned them.

“Let me.”

Song Fu stepped forward and withdrew the door bolt. A plump old woman tumbled straight in.

“Aiya, whose servant is so domineering?”

Old Nanny Lang cried out in alarm, but Song Fu frowned and said, “Lady of Duke Yingguo?”

Ming Xiang stood behind Lady Duke Yingguo, pulling at her sleeves continuously in embarrassment and anxiety. Hearing Song Fu speak, she subconsciously raised her head to look, but having just glimpsed that person, she bashfully lowered her head.

Chapter 116: A Husband’s Responsibility
“Young Master Song, what a remarkable coincidence.”

Duchess Yingguo’s face was ashen. Upon seeing Song Fu, she let out a cold snort and pushed the door open.

She had taken Ming Jiu and Ming Shiyi back to her maiden home to celebrate her grandmother’s birthday. After staying for several days, they had just returned to the capital when she spotted Song Fu emerging from a jewelry shop. Several servants followed behind him, their cart laden with bolts of fabric—the patterns and styles clearly meant for young women.

People of their station had embroidery rooms in their own estates. Why would they bother with goods from such ready-made clothing shops? Who knew what kind of lowly woman Song Fu was trying to please with these things?

Upon seeing this, Duchess Yingguo quickly ordered her carriage driver to follow. She never expected to track him to a residence in the capital’s outskirts.

The two families had just finalized the marriage arrangement, yet he was already keeping a mistress. This was utterly intolerable.

“Why don’t Young Master Song explain what you’re doing in this area in broad daylight?”

Ming Xiang stood behind Duchess Yingguo, continuously tugging at her aunt’s sleeve. With her gentle temperament, she truly feared creating animosity with others, especially this kind of face-to-face confrontation that made her feel deeply humiliated.

Ming Xiang felt that even if Song Fu truly kept a mistress, they shouldn’t have come barging in like this. They could simply cancel the engagement later—after all, it wouldn’t be Duke Yingguo’s household at fault.

She and Ming Shiyi stood behind Duchess Yingguo, neither wearing veiled hats. The two young ladies didn’t know how to respond when facing an outside man, especially given Song Fu’s rather awkward status.

Ming Xiang grew so anxious that her round eyes misted over with faint moisture. Her tongue wasn’t nimble, so she didn’t know what to say. She could only silently signal for Duchess Yingguo to leave quickly.

Song Fu’s gaze swept over the three of them, pausing slightly when he saw the obviously anxious and embarrassed Ming Xiang.

As he withdrew his gaze, Duchess Yingguo was about to barge into the house.

“Duchess Yingguo and Miss Ming Jiu have arrived?”

Song Wan emerged from inside the house, smiling as she greeted them. “Wan’er has been waiting for quite some time. Please, come inside, everyone.”

Seeing Song Wan emerge, Duchess Yingguo’s expression froze momentarily. She quickly realized she had misunderstood. Her expression softened slightly as she spoke stiffly, “We arrived somewhat early.”

Song Fu yielded his position and said to Song Wan, “Since you have guests, elder brother won’t intrude.”

“Elder brother needn’t rush off. We’re all family—there’s no need to avoid each other. Moreover, Duchess Yingguo is here as well.”

“Since we’ve met by chance, why not stay for a meal together? What do you say, Duchess?”

Understanding that Song Wan intended to ease the earlier awkwardness, Duchess Yingguo looked at Song Fu, then at Ming Xiang, whose round face had flushed completely red. Finally, she nodded.

Ming Xiang was different from ordinary people. It would be good to let the two meet earlier. After all, they had already exchanged betrothal cards—it was proper and appropriate.

“Then we shall impose upon your hospitality.”

Song Wan’s residence was small, with only one large table in the main hall. After Song Fu and Ming Xiang sat down, Duchess Yingguo excused herself, claiming she had matters to discuss with Song Wan, and went to the rear residence. Ming Shiyi, very perceptively, went to the courtyard with Jinshu to admire the flowers.

Song Fu sat quietly to one side. Ming Xiang’s small hands clutched at the clothing on her lap, so nervous she seemed on the verge of fainting.

She rarely saw people to begin with, let alone outside men. Furthermore, this man was her future husband. Just thinking about this made Ming Xiang feel her cheeks burning and her whole body uncomfortable.

“Wan’er has severed all ties with Marquis Chengyang. I’ve now purchased a residence for her and settled her here.”

Ming Xiang’s eyes widened at these words.

The young lady’s eyes were round, her nose tip delicate and exquisite—utterly adorable. When she looked at people with wide eyes, they were watery and pure, without a trace of impurity. One could tell at a glance she was an innocent and kind-hearted little girl.

Upon hearing that Song Wan had severed ties with Marquis Chengyang, she showed no contempt, only pure surprise that such a thing as husband and wife severing ties could exist in this world.

Seeing this, Song Fu pressed his lips together slightly. “Have you heard about Marquis Chengyang’s household favoring concubines over the wife?”

Ming Xiang nodded blankly.

Seeing this, Song Fu said nothing more. The two fell into silence for a moment.

With her speech impediment, she especially feared when companions fell silent without speaking. Yet Ming Xiang didn’t dare speak up in Song Fu’s presence. She could only blink her eyes, hoping Song Fu would say something more.

Song Fu lowered his gaze, then said, “I will support Wan’er for the rest of her life. Do you understand?”

Ming Xiang looked at Song Fu, her cheeks suddenly flushing crimson.

Was he asking for her opinion?

Song Fu feared she wouldn’t be able to tolerate Song Wan in the future, so he asked her first. If she disagreed, he would likely refuse this marriage arrangement.

Ming Xiang, suppressing her shyness, nodded earnestly.

She naturally had no objections. As an elder brother, this was his duty. If she became Song Wan’s sister-in-law in the future, she would care for her as well.

Thinking of this, Ming Xiang pressed her lips together and smiled secretly.

Though she was young, as a sister-in-law, it was proper to protect her younger sister.

The hands clutching her skirt gradually loosened. Ming Xiang’s face reddened as her round eyes looked at Song Fu with shy pleasure.

He knew to ask for her opinion first, which suggested he had no dissatisfaction with her.

Song Fu watched the little girl before him smile one moment and feel shy the next. He himself felt somewhat embarrassed being watched by her. After thinking, Song Fu took out an embroidered silk pouch he kept close to his body and placed it before Ming Xiang.

“I should have brought something for you during the Mid-Autumn Festival, but I was delayed by some matters. This… you should keep it for now.”

The lake-blue pouch bulged. Ming Xiang extended her small hand, took it, and carefully held it.

Song Fu’s expression was serious. “You may open it and look.”

Blushing, Ming Xiang opened it. Inside was a massive Eastern pearl. The pearl was smooth, lustrous, and perfectly shaped. Under the sunlight, it seemed to shimmer with a moist radiance.

Ming Xiang looked up, somewhat startled and at a loss.

“This is from my mother for you. Just keep it safe.”

Ming Xiang clutched the Eastern pearl, her heart pounding fiercely.

This pearl was too precious—she shouldn’t accept it. But…

Thinking that Song Fu carried this item on his person daily, waiting to give it to her when they met, Ming Xiang felt her heart soaked in honey, her entire being filled with joy.

“I… I… will… accept it.”

Song Fu nodded, his expression grave. “Your speech impediment is all the more reason you shouldn’t be ashamed to speak. If you cannot speak well, how will speaking less help?”

“If you speak more and speak longer, perhaps you’ll gradually speak more smoothly.”

Ming Xiang looked at Song Fu in disbelief, tears seeming to well in her eyes.

“Afraid… afraid others… will be… be annoyed.”

Song Fu’s expression was solemn. “You may speak slowly and speak to me.”

She was his wife. Regardless of her background, he should bear the responsibility of being a husband. If he exploited his wife’s family connections while simultaneously despising his legitimate wife, such conduct—what difference would there be from a beast like Jiang Xingjian?

“Yes, speak… speak to… you.”

Ming Xiang’s voice choked with emotion, yet her eyes sparkled brightly.

From the central hall, Song Wan watched, saying gently to Duchess Yingguo beside her, “Duchess needn’t worry about Miss Jiu. My elder brother will take very good care of her.”

Duchess Yingguo said with a stern face, “He’d better.”

However, though her expression remained severe, Duchess Yingguo still accepted the tea snacks from Song Wan’s hand and began examining the small porcelain plate holding the treats with considerable ease.

Chapter 117: Setting a Trap
After the group finished their meal, Song Fu escorted Duchess Yingguo, Ming Xiang, and the others back to the residence.

Thinking about how Song Fu and Ming Xiang had interacted earlier, Song Wan smiled faintly.

“I thought from the beginning that elder brother would like such an adorable young lady.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi smiled with curved lips.

Miss Jiu was indeed a gentle and adorable wonderful person, very well-matched with the eldest young master.

Seeing their tender affection, she was also happy for the eldest young master.

Heng Wu turned her head to steal a glance at Heng Zhi. Seeing that she had let go of her feelings for Song Fu, she felt much more relaxed.

The eldest young master was not someone that servant girls like them could presume to aspire to.

The two efficiently tidied the house, then went to organize the items Song Fu had sent. Their young miss had left the marquis’s residence in haste, and many daily necessities hadn’t made it to this residence. Though they had sent out the valuable dowry items earlier, everything bestowed by Yun Fei was too grand to wear as everyday clothing.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu selected some fabrics, preparing to make new autumn and winter garments for Song Wan.

The master and two servants lived a secluded life in the small courtyard, unaware that on Shen Qianyu’s side, using Song Wan’s methods, he had already planted many people in the court. Though these were inconspicuous positions, they could play an enormous role in critical moments.

At present, he was attending a memorial service at Marquis Chengyang’s residence under the identity of Xiao Jiye. Looking at the name on the memorial tablet, Shen Qianyu’s expression was solemn as he bowed in worship.

Song Fu stood beside him. Both their eyes brimmed with sorrow, yet they remained silent.

During this period, the capital had held too many funerals, but there were few households like Marquis Chengyang’s that held consecutive memorial services.

Few people came to offer condolences in the mourning hall. Shen Qianyu and Song Fu standing together made them particularly conspicuous.

“I didn’t expect elder brother to come today.”

“I’m not here for you.”

Jiang Xingjian, dragging his injured body, walked over with the support of servants. His injuries were severe—not only were there multiple fractures on his body, but the stab wound Song Wan had inflicted on his abdomen still hadn’t healed.

Thinking of how Song Wan had deliberately committed the act of attempting to kill her husband to eliminate future troubles so she could leave the marquis’s residence, Jiang Xingjian felt both hatred and pain.

“If elder brother has time, could you help this humble one persuade Wan’er to return to the residence soon?”

Song Fu raised his head to look at Jiang Xingjian. “No time.”

“I’ll trouble Brother Xiao to help me offer some more incense.”

Having said this, Song Fu turned and left, not sparing Jiang Xingjian another glance.

However, Shen Qianyu scrutinized him thoroughly from head to toe, secretly pondering that this fool probably still didn’t know just how brilliantly intelligent his wife was.

If only his brain weren’t so hopelessly stupid, Shen Qianyu wouldn’t have any opportunities in this world.

As Shen Qianyu sighed again that fate was destiny, he realized he wasn’t actually the most miserable one.

Looking again at Jiang Xingjian—a marquis with dull, lusterless gray-yellow hair, dry cracked whitish lips, his entire person disheveled and wretched—he couldn’t help but nod secretly.

This whole family had terrible luck.

Remembering that concubine with ordinary looks but extraordinarily formidable methods, Shen Qianyu once again regretted not being able to recruit such a talented strategist under his command.

Being examined from left to right by him, Jiang Xingjian’s expression darkened further. “How should this young master be addressed? Why do you stare at this marquis so?”

“My humble surname is Xiao. The marquis is overthinking—this humble one merely has some knowledge of divination. Just now, observing the marquis’s facial features, I saw that the marquis’s fortune this year is unfavorable, indicating a difficult life path, a fate of loneliness and inability to succeed throughout life. I merely wished to offer a few words of guidance.”

As soon as these words fell, all the servants of Marquis Chengyang’s household immediately straightened their backs. Some guards even rolled up their sleeves angrily, glaring at Shen Qianyu.

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was also ugly as he bit his teeth without speaking.

“This humble one offers the marquis one piece of advice: after remarrying, treat your new wife better.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu strode away.

Jiang Xingjian was so enraged that his throat tasted of blood, nearly coughing up a mouthful.

Recently, thanks to Song Wan, he had gained much. Feeling grateful in his heart, after leaving Marquis Chengyang’s residence, Shen Qianyu felt he had vented some anger on Song Wan’s behalf.

After thinking, he went to a shop in the city to prepare the Six Rites of Discipleship.

Although Song Wan was a woman, in Shen Qianyu’s heart, she was more qualified than anyone to be an emperor’s teacher.

Knowing that Song Wan valued rules and propriety, he took the ceremony of taking a master very seriously. All six ritual gifts were wrapped with red string and red paper, and he specially wrote a formal discipleship letter.

Before putting brush to paper, Shen Qianyu thought for a long time, ultimately writing down the Crown Prince’s name.

After preparing everything properly, carrying red beans, dried longans, lotus seeds, dried meat, and other items, he went to the residence in the capital’s outskirts.

Song Wan’s residence was in an excellent location. Though others lived in the surrounding area, only one residence was relatively close. A few days ago, he had already purchased that residence and placed several Dong Chang sentries inside.

Thinking of how Jiang Xingjian still coveted Song Wan today, Shen Qianyu felt his actions weren’t in vain.

If Song Wan truly returned to the marquis’s residence, it would cost him half his kingdom.

Just as he was pondering how to make Jiang Xingjian abandon the idea of bringing Song Wan back to the residence, Shen Qianyu saw a graceful figure emerge from the residence ahead.

Though the person wore a veiled hat, he recognized her as Song Wan at a glance.

Seeing her board a carriage with Madam Song, Shen Qianyu felt somewhat disappointed.

After thinking for a moment, he decided to entrust the Six Rites to Heng Zhi and Heng Wu first.

“Oh my, Eunuch has come at an unfortunate time. Our young miss just left with the madam.”

Old Lady Lang was all smiles as she welcomed Shen Qianyu inside.

Shen Qianyu casually asked, “I came today to deliver gifts—this is indeed unfortunate timing.”

“It truly is a bit unfortunate. Usually our young miss stays at the residence. Only today the madam came to fetch her, saying that Duke Yingguo’s household invited both the eldest young master and the young miss to gather together. The eldest young master has been waiting in the city for quite some time. If you had arrived a bit earlier, you might have met them.”

“Young Master Song?”

“That’s right. Does the eunuch know our eldest young master?”

Shen Qianyu frowned slightly, gave a perfunctory response, declined Old Lady Lang’s suggestion to come inside for tea, and left on his own.

However, he had barely gone far when he felt something was very wrong.

A household like Duke Yingguo’s would certainly send invitations several days in advance. Today, Song Fu went with him to offer condolences at Marquis Chengyang’s residence—how could he simultaneously have accepted an invitation from Duke Yingguo’s household?

Shen Qianyu frowned and turned back, heading in the direction the carriage had departed.

Inside the carriage, Song Wan sat silently to one side. Madam Song held a handkerchief and lowered her gaze, saying, “It’s truly improper for you to live alone outside now. For instance, when Duke Yingguo’s household extended an invitation today, I, as an elder, had to come fetch you. If word got out, wouldn’t that be unseemly?”

Song Wan didn’t speak, having no desire to discuss such matters with Madam Song.

Madam Song paid her no mind and continued on her own. “Some time ago, I arranged a marriage between Yao’er and the Cui family. What do you think?”

Song Wan said, “The Cui family is noble and pure, moreover a household of benevolence and proper etiquette. If second younger sister marries into it, she will surely live in harmony with her husband like the zither and lute, loving each other till their hair turns white.”

Madam Song said indifferently, “Indeed so, except it’s now fallen through. The Cui family canceled the marriage arrangement with Yao’er because of you. The master also told me to drop the matter.”

“Wan’er, as the eldest legitimate daughter of the marquis’s household, how could you not know that your current conduct of privately fleeing the residence would implicate your clan sisters? Listen to mother’s advice—return to the marquis’s residence.”

As soon as these words fell, before Song Wan could respond, Madam Song lifted the carriage curtain.

The carriage had arrived at a deserted area. Four or five old women from Marquis Chengyang’s household stood ahead.

Leading them was Jiang Fu’s wife. Upon seeing Song Wan, she quickly said, “Madam has stayed at her maiden home long enough. Today, please return to the residence with this old servant. The marquis is already waiting for Madam at the residence.”

Chapter 118: Embroidered Shoes
Song Wan looked at Madam Song and smiled faintly with curved lips.

No wonder she hadn’t allowed Heng Zhi and Heng Wu to follow today—she had intended from the start to send her back to the marquis’s residence.

She raised her hand. The maid beside Madam Song quickly stepped forward to assist. Song Wan borrowed the maid’s support to descend from the carriage.

“This old servant pays respects to Madam.”

“I’ve troubled you to make this trip, Nanny. Mother and I still have some words to exchange. Could you wait a moment?”

“Please, Madam.”

Jiang Fu’s wife smiled obsequiously and retreated with the other old women from the marquis’s household, allowing Song Wan to converse properly with Madam Song.

Song Wan held her handkerchief and thought before speaking. “Given Father’s status, the background of the wife he chose to remarry shouldn’t have been as humble as Mother’s. You should know that before Wan’er’s birth mother passed away, she made a request to Father, asking him to select another concubine-born daughter from the Su family to be his second wife.”

“Though it maintained the marriage alliance between the two families, she also valued that the second wife would still share some blood relation with me and elder brother, and would treat us both kindly.”

“Father cherished Wan’er’s birth mother deeply, so he agreed to her proposal.”

Hearing this, Madam Song’s face turned ashen. She pressed her lips tightly together in silence.

“Mother became Father’s second wife because Uncle from the Su family said you were ‘honest and reliable,’ which allowed you to smoothly enter the household.”

“But Uncle probably didn’t expect that when an honest person develops selfish motives, they become a hundred times more troublesome than someone who hides daggers in their smiles.”

Madam Song abruptly raised her head, staring fixedly at Song Wan, yet didn’t dare utter a single word of refutation.

Song Wan’s gaze grew somber, her voice carrying coldness. “Those who hide daggers in their smiles may scheme for themselves, but at least they have brains and can clearly see the situation. But when an honest person develops crooked intentions, apart from being bad, they’re simply stupid.”

“Father cherished Wan’er’s birth mother because she was intelligent. Though she had a mother’s selfish motives, her thoughts and considerations always prioritized the bigger picture.”

“Your natural talents fall far short. Over all these years, being ‘honest’ was your only virtue. Now that you’ve lost even that slight advantage, I wonder how Father will view you in the future.”

Regardless of how Madam Song’s face flushed red and she turned pale with shock, Song Wan continued, “You think the marriage arrangement between the Cui family and Yao’er fell through because of me—that’s utterly laughable.”

“Never mind whether the Cui family knows about my severance with Jiang Xingjian, just considering the current situation, this is not the best time to discuss Yao’er’s marriage.”

Qianbai was disfigured and injured, the Fifth Prince’s legs were completely ruined—any family with even a modicum of wisdom was lying low in the shadows, quietly observing court developments.

Previously, Qianbai’s reputation was outstanding, so the Cui family’s interest in a marriage alliance with the Song household was normal. Their current silence was absolutely not due to concerns about her reputation.

“Although an outside-married daughter making such a spectacle of severing ties with her husband would tarnish the reputations of clan children, Father hasn’t insisted on sending me back to the marquis’s residence. Do you know why?”

Madam Song clutched her handkerchief, looking at Song Wan in fearful bewilderment.

Song Wan smiled faintly, her eyes carrying three parts mockery.

This mother of hers was truly… not very intelligent.

“If the Fifth Prince’s legs remain crippled and court maintains its three-way standoff, then whether I return to the marquis’s residence has no impact. Even if I severed ties with Jiang Xingjian, Father could tell the world that the Song family’s daughter doesn’t bend to personal feelings, that she’s upright and cast off her husband for the clan’s sake.”

If the three-way standoff returned to its previous state of mutual restraint, the Song family only needed to make a public outcry about Jiang Xingjian favoring concubines over his wife, Jiang Man as an imperial consort interfering in court officials’ family affairs, and Jiang Xingjian secretly harming the Third Prince. They could use this to attack Shen Qianshu’s maternal clan for lacking virtue and being unfit for succession.

And she would be the best witness.

Song Wan’s tone was calm and even, as if the matters she spoke of had nothing to do with her.

“If the Fifth Prince recovers and Qianbai completely loses hope, that would be the optimal time to send me back to the marquis’s residence.”

“Of course, Father wouldn’t use today’s petty villain tactics to send me back.”

“At that time, he would certainly renegotiate the marriage with Jiang Xingjian. To preserve the Song household’s dignity, Father would have the marquis’s household hold a grand wedding ceremony for us both, informing the world that the Jiang and Song families are joining forces more strongly than ever.”

“But what Mother did today is truly… extraordinarily stupid.”

Song Wan looked at the now somewhat panicked Madam Song and smiled warmly. “Wan’er takes leave of Mother here. On the road back to the residence, Mother might consider how to appease Father’s anger and atone for your transgressions.”

Having said this, Song Wan curtsied slightly toward Madam Song, turned, and walked toward the marquis’s carriage.

Shen Qianyu, concealed behind a locust tree, revealed admiration in his eyes.

Intelligent people conducting their affairs were truly pleasing to watch.

“Wan’er…”

Madam Song hurried forward anxiously, looking as though she wanted to bring Song Wan back. Who knew Song Wan wouldn’t even turn her head and directly boarded Marquis Chengyang’s carriage.

Jiang Fu’s wife smiled as she followed. The remaining old women boarded the carriage behind, and both carriages headed toward the city.

Shen Qianyu looked around and casually picked up two thick tree branches, carrying them forward.

Carriages for women didn’t travel fast, always prioritizing stability and comfort. When Shen Qianyu ran quickly to catch up with the rear carriage, he directly inserted the thick wood into the wheel spokes.

The passengers inside only heard a clanging sound as the entire carriage toppled sideways.

The carriage was heavy, and when it overturned sideways, it also dragged down the horses pulling it.

Shen Qianyu saw three old women tumble out. Including the driver, there were four people total, whom he knocked unconscious one by one with his stick.

The carriage’s sideways overturn produced a tremendous sound, frightening the old woman driving the front carriage into accelerating.

Shen Qianyu raised his eyebrows, somewhat surprised.

He had thought this old woman would get down to investigate…

Tossing the tree branch on the ground, Shen Qianyu dismantled the rope from the carriage shaft, mounted the horse, and pursued ahead.

After catching up with the front carriage, he flicked a willow-leaf blade from his sleeve, embedding it in the horse’s rump. The horse, in pain, violently broke free from its reins and ran off.

The carriage was thrown far away. Shen Qianyu dismounted and walked to the carriage.

“Miss Song?”

Though Song Wan had been thrown about, because Jiang Fu’s wife had protected her, she was neither bruised nor bumped. After recovering her composure, she said softly through the carriage curtain, “Eunuch Ji Rong?”

“Yes. Is Miss Song injured?”

Song Wan gently said she was fine, then lifted the curtain.

Shen Qianyu stood beneath the carriage. Seeing Song Wan’s face, he raised his hand to support her descent.

“Will these old women be alright?”

“Not injured. They won’t die.”

Song Wan nodded and descended from the carriage with his assistance.

Knowing that noble ladies like her valued propriety, Shen Qianyu withdrew his hand and clasped it behind his back. “I’ll escort the young lady back to her residence.”

Just as they were speaking, the two saw the shadow of a horse disappear in the distance.

“…”

“Wait a moment—I’ll go chase down the horse.”

Just as he was preparing to move, Shen Qianyu saw Song Wan press her lips together slightly, as if unwilling for him to leave.

Seeing this, his eyes and brows carried a smile. “Is the young lady afraid?”

Song Wan lowered her head, her gaze downcast without speaking.

She had never been alone in desolate mountains and wilderness before—she was indeed somewhat afraid. Moreover, she didn’t know where that horse had run to. If those old women woke before he found the horse, she didn’t know how she would respond.

Looking down at the soft-soled pearl embroidered shoes on her feet, Song Wan felt slightly vexed.

In this desolate mountain wilderness, even if she tried to run, she couldn’t!

Chapter 119: Delicate Daughter
The way the person before him pretended to be composed but was actually anxious made Shen Qianyu realize that Song Wan was just an ordinary young lady after all.

His eyes showed warmth. “The mountain isn’t safe. I’ll accompany the young lady by a side path back to the capital. When we reach the city gate, I’ll find someone to bring a carriage.”

Song Wan raised her head, her cheeks flushed as she nodded.

Though the side path was a detour, there were few people around. He did this to avoid her having to show her face publicly.

“Many thanks, Eunuch.”

Shen Qianyu nodded and walked three to five steps ahead of Song Wan.

However, just after turning from the main road onto the mountain path, Song Wan felt things weren’t going well.

Young ladies’ embroidered shoes had thin, soft soles. Since birth, she had never left the inner residence. Even when occasionally visiting other estates or places as a guest, she only walked in gardens paved with white jade tiles. She had never walked on mountain paths like this.

Song Wan never knew mountain paths could be so painful on the feet. The pain caused fine beads of sweat to appear on her face.

“Are you tired?”

Shen Qianyu heard the light and slow footsteps behind him with considerable surprise.

He had never seen anyone walk mountain paths like this.

Her back was straight, her steps slow and measured. Even the walking ornaments and earrings on her head only swayed slightly.

The young lady’s posture was graceful and elegant, delicate and refined—completely incongruous with this desolate mountain wilderness.

Shen Qianyu felt the scene before him was strange, with an inexplicable dissonance.

For some unknown reason, a thought suddenly arose in his heart that a woman like Song Wan was only suited to stay in magnificent embroidery rooms. Once removed from such places of overwhelming wealth and gentle luxury, she would be like a precious flower uprooted from soil, withering and dying.

“Not tired.”

Song Wan smiled gently at Shen Qianyu. Seeing her cheeks and nose tip flushed with weary red, Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but smile faintly.

Knowing her stubborn nature, Shen Qianyu stood aside waiting for her to quietly catch up.

For the remainder of the journey, he slowed his pace, following Song Wan’s rhythm as they slowly walked through the mountains.

What should have been a three or four hour journey back to the city, the two had been walking for an hour and still hadn’t left the desolate mountains.

Shen Qianyu walked slowly ahead, feeling this journey was three times more difficult than traveling from Nanqing back to the capital.

The sky had darkened, and the two had only just reached the foot of the mountain. Because they had taken a detour, they actually hadn’t covered much distance.

Shen Qianyu looked at the pale-faced Song Wan and sighed softly. “There’s a broken-down house ahead. Shall we rest there?”

Song Wan raised her head. “We haven’t reached near the city gate yet?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head without speaking and directly led her toward the dilapidated house.

For aristocratic young ladies like Song Wan, when traveling they always took carriages. Not only that, several old women would follow before and after to attend and serve them. Opportunities for such ‘noble feet treading base ground’ as today were rare indeed.

He knew this wasn’t Song Wan’s fault. He quickly walked to the broken house and removed his outer robe, spreading it on the ground.

“Sit. I’ll go collect some firewood nearby.”

The mountain wind was strong. He was fine, but Song Wan, such a precious and pampered noble daughter—if she sweated and then caught the wind, she would likely collapse. Then he would be in even more trouble.

“Many thanks, Eunuch.”

The young lady’s voice was like a mosquito’s murmur. Shen Qianyu didn’t raise his head, fearing that seeing her embarrassment would make her feel even more mortified.

Leaving the dilapidated wooden house, Shen Qianyu only collected firewood where Song Wan could see him, then quickly returned.

When he came back, he saw Song Wan had already simply cleaned the surroundings. His robe had also been neatly folded and placed aside. Seeing this, Shen Qianyu suddenly smiled.

Aristocratic young ladies—truly living up to their reputation.

“I’ll start a fire first.”

Song Wan watched curiously as he took out a fire starter from his chest and rubbed dry leaves into fine down.

In the past, apart from occasionally seeing maids start fires in the small kitchen, this was the first time she had seen someone start a fire like this.

Shen Qianyu ignited the fine down and casually tossed it into the pile of dry branches before him. Seeing the flames rise, he slowly added more firewood.

As the firelight blazed up, Song Wan sat to the side staring blankly, lost in thought about who knows what. Shen Qianyu glanced over once before shifting his gaze away.

He was lowering his head to add wood to the fire when he suddenly saw a fingernail-sized pearl on the ground.

Frowning, he picked it up. The man examined it carefully, suddenly remembering something, and looked toward Song Wan.

Song Wan was facing sideways, lost in thought. Shen Qianyu scrutinized her from head to toe, and when he saw her exposed embroidered shoes, he suddenly frowned.

“You…”

Shen Qianyu spoke. Song Wan followed his gaze and saw that the embroidered shoes on her feet had long been worn through by the mountain path’s stones.

The moon-white embroidered shoes had unraveled threads around the edges, with reddish-brown bloodstains seeping through.

The bloodstains were dark around the edges and bright red in the center—quite striking to look at.

Though she knew the person before her was a palace eunuch, Song Wan still felt inexplicably shy. She hastily withdrew her feet, covering her toes with her skirt hem.

“Tsk, how can you be so delicate…”

The man stood up helplessly, walked before Song Wan and crouched down. Song Wan shrank back in alarm, but Shen Qianyu gently supported and pulled her back.

“Why didn’t you say you were injured when you can barely walk?”

Though the two had interacted before, they had never been this close as today. Song Wan’s eyes showed unease, her face revealing a trace of timidity.

“What are you dodging?”

Shen Qianyu reached out his hand. Song Wan kept retreating backward.

“What are you afraid of? I’m a eunuch—what could I possibly do to you?”

With her delicate, charming manner, did she want to spend the night on the mountain?

Shen Qianyu crouched with his back to Song Wan. “Get on. If we keep dawdling, we won’t make it back to the capital by the day after tomorrow.”

“Eunuch, there’s no need…”

Shen Qianyu stood up and directly lifted her horizontally in his arms, running quickly down the mountain.

In his opinion, these noble daughters were clever when clever, but truly troublesome too.

Not to mention their hesitant and indecisive behavior, they also didn’t know how to adapt.

Walking a simple mountain path as if walking on a mountain of knives—truly incomprehensible.

The man’s frame was large, yet his steps were exceptionally steady. Song Wan noticed he kept his arms slightly horizontal across his chest, deliberately maintaining distance between them. She felt quite ashamed in her heart.

He had rescued her yet had to take such trouble to care for her—this was truly… mortifying.

Song Wan closed her eyes to avoid dying of shame. Shen Qianyu held her steadily with his arms, moving through the small paths.

After running for who knows how long, Shen Qianyu gradually stopped.

“There are people ahead.”

This area was close to the capital’s outskirts. Yet now there were three to five people holding lanterns, searching for something.

“That’s my elder brother.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

Shen Qianyu set her down. Song Wan said with a red face, “Those lanterns have markings for me and elder brother. He’s come looking for me.”

“The old women from Marquis Chengyang’s residence should have returned to the city early. When they didn’t bring you back, Song Fu would have known.”

It’s just that since she was a woman, it wasn’t appropriate to make a public fuss. He could only send three to five people disguised to investigate discreetly.

“Go find your elder brother. I’ll watch you from here.”

Song Wan nodded and said softly, “Many thanks to Eunuch for the rescue today. If there’s a future opportunity…”

“Let’s not talk about future opportunities between you and me.”

These were the exact same words he had said a few days ago.

Casually straightening Song Wan’s crooked hair ornament, Shen Qianyu said, “Go.”

“I still must thank you, Eunuch.”

Song Wan curtsied to Shen Qianyu with a red face. After paying respects, she slowly walked toward Song Fu.

Seeing Song Wan, the deathly pallor on Song Fu’s face gradually dissipated. He pressed his lips tightly together and stepped forward to support Song Wan. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also came over crying while holding lanterns.

Both were dressed in servant boy clothing, not daring to call Song Wan’s name or make too much noise.

Having an old woman drive the carriage before Song Wan, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu supported her into the carriage.

As the carriage departed, Song Fu suddenly turned to look in the direction Song Wan had come from. For some reason, he felt Song Wan hadn’t returned alone.

The darkness was silent and soundless. Song Fu frowned slightly before leaving.

He had no idea there was an exhausted Shen Qianyu lying on the ground.

Shen Qianyu was currently sprawled out with his arms spread, gasping for breath. After a very long time, he finally let out a long breath: “Today’s ordeal was no less than going through Dong Chang’s torture chamber…”

Chapter 120: Valued
“What exactly happened today?”

Having returned to the residence in the capital’s outskirts, Song Fu’s expression was grave. “Mother said you returned to Marquis Chengyang’s residence, but when I sent people to Marquis Chengyang’s residence to inquire, they heard no news of you.”

“What on earth happened? Why would you suddenly want to return to the marquis’s residence?”

Song Wan returned to her room with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu’s support. She covered her feet with her skirt hem and said gently, “Mother sent someone a few days ago saying she had received an invitation from Duke Yingguo’s household today.”

Song Fu abruptly stood up. “She deceived you into leaving, planning to send you back to Marquis Chengyang’s?”

Upon hearing Song Wan was returning to the marquis’s residence, Song Fu had no time for detailed questions and went to Marquis Chengyang’s residence to demand her return, but the gatekeeper said they hadn’t seen Song Wan. He didn’t believe it and was about to force his way into the residence when he saw several old women returning in disarray.

He grabbed one of the old women and interrogated her, learning that Song Wan had been abducted.

“I searched for a long time in the area those old women described but couldn’t find you.”

Hearing that all this was Madam Song’s doing, Song Fu’s eyes filled with rage. “I’m going to confront her.”

“Elder brother…”

Song Wan lowered her gaze and shook her head faintly. “Right now is a turbulent time. We shouldn’t create any more trouble on my account. The court situation is unstable—even a trivial matter could be seized upon by those with ulterior motives and used as leverage to attack elder brother in the future.”

Song Wan smiled. “I have my own ways to deal with this. Elder brother cannot sacrifice his own future for Wan’er’s sake.”

“Precisely because it’s a turbulent time, it’s convenient for elder brother to act.”

After dismissing everyone from the room, Song Fu was silent for a moment before saying, “Some days ago, Father met with Minister Ying, Master Ying Xun.”

Song Wan frowned. “Minister Ying was an old friend of the late marquis. He treats Jiang Xingjian and his siblings like his own children and niece. Is Father trying to play both sides, keeping options open with both…”

“It appears so.”

Song Fu was also somewhat vexed. “After telling Father about the Crown Prince’s matter, he never took a stance. Clearly Father doesn’t favor the Crown Prince. But Father always looks a hundred steps ahead and won’t abandon any opportunity.”

“He calculated that the Crown Prince has no one under him, so anyone who can interact with you and me must have some relationship with him.”

Whether it was a relationship of providing help in times of need or mutual exploitation, Song Lan’an knew that in the short term, the Crown Prince wouldn’t move against the two of them.

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief, her tone low and soft. “Although Father doesn’t favor the Crown Prince, he won’t offend him either. Since the Crown Prince took the initiative to approach, it gives the Song family the advantage.”

“So Father not only won’t support the Crown Prince because of this, but will more firmly support the Fifth Prince.”

During the three-way standoff, the Crown Prince’s sudden appearance disrupted the balance. But because the Crown Prince was a hidden piece only the Song family knew about, this became a powerful tool in Song Lan’an’s hands.

Openly he supported the Fifth Prince, while his siblings switched to support the Crown Prince. In the future, regardless of who ascended the throne, the Song family would be secure.

“You’re correct.”

Song Fu nodded. “But the Crown Prince isn’t a fool. He can tolerate the Song family’s vacillation.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together. “Will elder brother pledge allegiance to the Crown Prince?”

“Father will agree.”

Song Wan’s eyes showed worry at these words. “Elder brother, don’t go too far. No matter what, she holds the position of elder. Don’t lose sight of the bigger picture and tarnish your good name over small matters.”

“Don’t worry, elder brother knows what he’s doing.”

The siblings understood each other’s thoughts. With just a few words, they knew each other’s intentions. Seeing Song Fu’s mind was made up, Song Wan no longer tried to dissuade him, only repeatedly saying she was fine and he needn’t worry.

Song Fu wanted to ask who had sent her back to the city, but after thinking for a long time, he ultimately didn’t speak.

“Rest early. I’ll come see you again tomorrow.”

“Elder brother has been busy on my account all along the way. You should also rest early.”

Song Fu nodded and left the residence.

As soon as he left, Song Wan frowned and removed the embroidered shoes from her feet. Seeing the injuries on her feet, Heng Zhi was both heartbroken and furious.

Old Lady Lang quickly fetched hot water and medicine. Heng Wu helped Song Wan treat her wounds, and Heng Zhi carefully bandaged them.

“That black-hearted woman actually set her schemes on Miss. In the past, this servant could tell from her upturned eyes that she wasn’t a proper one. Now it truly confirms what this servant saw—she’s an inside traitor who…”

“What are you saying? Is that any way to speak about Madam?”

Heng Zhi pushed Heng Wu and glared at her angrily.

“Miss, don’t blame Heng Wu. She didn’t mean it.”

Old Lady Lang spoke up to plead for Heng Wu’s case. Ordinarily, Song Wan would certainly offer a few words of guidance.

Whatever Madam Song did wasn’t for them to comment on. After all, she was an elder, and as a daughter, Song Wan could only show respect.

Even if today the other party had truly sent her back to Marquis Chengyang’s residence, she had nowhere to air her grievances. Outsiders would only say Madam Song had done exactly right.

But today she was truly exhausted—both hungry and tired.

In all her years, Song Wan had never experienced such an ordeal as today. She was so tired she couldn’t say a word. She let Heng Wu curse while she herself drifted into drowsy sleep.

Old Lady Lang’s gaze swept from Song Wan’s neck to her waist. Seeing her hair and clothing intact, she finally let out a long breath of relief.

Song Wan slept for more than half a shichen. She didn’t slowly awaken until her stomach felt unbearably empty.

“Is Miss hungry? This servant made you lamb buns and chicken crisp cake soup, along with some side dishes.”

Heng Zhi brought over the food and set it before Song Wan. After a while, she brought over another bowl of lotus seed sweet soup.

“Today Eunuch Ji Rong came carrying items, saying he came to deliver gifts to Miss. Seeing you weren’t here, he left the items with Nanny Lang.”

Heng Zhi placed Shen Qianyu’s Six Rites of Discipleship on the table. Song Wan looked at them, slightly startled.

When she opened the discipleship letter on top, her eyes widened even more in surprise.

“This…”

How could the Crown Prince submit a discipleship letter to her?

Song Wan’s cheeks flushed red. She… what virtue and ability did she possess?

“This won’t do. Put these items away first and preserve them carefully. If Eunuch Ji Rong comes next time, return them to him exactly as they are.”

She was just a woman of the inner residence—how could she be an emperor’s teacher?

If people found out, she would surely be condemned by everyone in the world, her name reviled for ten thousand years. She might even implicate the Crown Prince.

Carefully folding the discipleship letter and putting it back, Song Wan gently patted her warm cheeks.

This Crown Prince was truly unconventional, actually able to take a woman of the inner residence as his teacher. The more Song Wan thought about it, the hotter her cheeks became. She couldn’t help but unconsciously fan herself with her hand, trying to dispel this heat.

But…

Thinking of how solemnly the Crown Prince had selected the Six Rites of Discipleship and personally written the discipleship letter, Song Wan felt her heart skip a beat.

In all her life, she had never been so valued by anyone before.

After thinking, Song Wan suppressed the joy in her heart and reopened that letter, carefully examining the handwriting on it.

They say handwriting reflects character. The Crown Prince’s brushstrokes were vigorous and powerful, showing he was someone with an upright character. The calligraphy formed its own style and was written casually, showing his temperament was open and unrestrained, not someone who followed rules rigidly.

This letter also revealed that the Crown Prince rarely studied or practiced calligraphy in daily life, so his writing was… somewhat sloppy.

Song Wan smiled and put the letter away again, placing it back among the Six Rites.

Regardless of anything else, apart from her aunt and elder brother, this was the first time anyone had valued her so highly.

This truly brought joy to her heart.

Chapter 121: Leaving the Manor
Song Fu returned to the manor but did not go back to his own courtyard. Instead, he went directly to the Song Family’s main courtyard.

Song Lan’an had not yet retired for the night. When servants came to report that Song Fu was seeking him and Madam Song for an important matter, he dressed and went together with her to the main hall.

“It’s so late—what matter brings you here?”

“Father, why don’t you ask Mother what she’s done?”

Madam Song sat to the side, clutching her handkerchief and keeping her head down without speaking. Song Lan’an glanced at her and frowned. “What’s going on?”

“My lord…”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened at the corners, her gaze filled with panic. “This humble wife only felt sorry for Wan’er, seeing her living alone outside isn’t very safe…”

“Enough.”

Song Lan’an’s tone turned gloomy. “Do you think anyone can’t see through those petty schemes of yours?”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “You’ve certainly grown quite bold.”

“This son has said before—no one, whoever they may be, is allowed to scheme against Wan’er.”

“What do you intend to do?”

Song Fu said, “Before Mother passed away, she surely left instructions. If Father still holds even half a measure of affection for Mother in his heart, you shouldn’t cover for this person.”

Song Lan’an furrowed his brow. “What if I don’t?”

“Then this son can only say one unfilial word—I will leave the manor and live separately.”

After saying this, father and son exchanged a glance, each understanding the other’s intent perfectly.

How could Madam Song dare to bear the vicious reputation of a stepmother who forced the manor’s legitimate eldest son to leave and live separately? If such a reputation spread, how would the world view her Yao’er and Nian’er, especially Lan’er who was also a legitimate son?

“Fu’er, you’ve misunderstood. Mother absolutely bears no ill will toward Wan’er. Mother simply felt that Wan’er shouldn’t live alone outside the manor—this… this doesn’t conform to propriety.”

Song Fu’s face was cold. “Father hasn’t said a word, yet you’ve overstepped Father to take action—is that conforming to propriety?”

Madam Song hurriedly explained, “This matter was indeed improper. I’ll go apologize to Wan’er tomorrow.”

“Are you trying to make Wan’er bear the reputation of being unfilial as well?”

“I absolutely have no such intention!”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened as she anxiously defended herself.

Originally, she didn’t think there was anything wrong with sending Song Wan back to the marquis manor, but today what Song Wan said had indeed made her take it to heart.

She had shared a bed with Song Lan’an for many years—she understood all too well what kind of person he was.

This man had a cold heart and cold emotions. In his heart, there was only the imperial court, the nation, and the Song clan. She had never understood his actions or thoughts. But Song Wan was like her birth mother—she must see everything clearly and plainly. That’s why today she had truly committed a grave error.

“This son will move out of the manor tomorrow, which will also make it convenient to look after Wan’er nearby. Father, please rest early. This son takes his leave.”

Song Fu turned and left. Madam Song hurriedly followed.

“Enough.”

Song Lan’an’s tone was indifferent, yet it instantly made Madam Song stop in her tracks.

“In a few days, it will be Guanyin’s birthday. You will help the household copy one hundred sutras to donate to the temple—consider it praying for blessings for the several children in the manor.”

After saying this, Song Lan’an turned and left.

Madam Song bit her lip, wanting to cry but having no tears, her heart filled with ten thousand regrets.

She hated that she wasn’t as clever as Song Wan’s birth mother, who knew how to look ten steps ahead when taking one step. She also resented that Song Lan’an never told her anything about any matter.

He had calculations in his heart regarding Song Wan, arrangements for Yao’er and Nian’er, but never once told her. Even if he occasionally came on a whim to speak a few words with her, they were mostly perfunctory words.

Madam Song’s eyes burned hot, the bitterness in her heart something she didn’t know with whom she could share.

Song Fu left Song Lan’an’s courtyard and saw two young ladies with similar features waiting for him at the entrance.

The older one wore a palace brocade cloud-patterned embroidered dress. Her appearance was beautiful, but at this moment her eyes contained both tears and resentment as she stared unblinkingly at Song Fu.

The younger one’s expression was calmer, her face not yet shed of its childishness bearing some resemblance to Song Wan as a child.

Seeing Song Fu come out, the younger one said, “Elder Brother, have you considered how outsiders will gossip about Mother if you move out of the manor? Elder Brother only values eldest sister, but have you thought about your two other sisters?”

“Second Sister’s coming-of-age ceremony is approaching. If at this time Mother gains the reputation of being a vicious stepmother, how will you have Second Sister face others? Nian’er earnestly requests that Elder Brother stay in the manor a while longer—would it be acceptable to show us some pity?”

Song Yao’s eyes were blood-red, tears in her eyes that she forcefully held back from falling. “What’s the use of saying such things? All these years, Elder Brother’s heart has only held eldest sister. Has he ever thought about us two? Just ask him—does he know our birthdays? Does he know what we like?”

“His heart only treats eldest sister as his sister. Is there any place in his heart for us sisters?”

Song Fu looked at Song Nian and said indifferently, “The cause planted today was not sown by me. You two seeking to blame me is truly inappropriate.”

Song Nian said, “Nian’er is not seeking to blame you. Nian’er is only asking Elder Brother to show more pity—is even this not acceptable?”

“A person’s nobility lies not in being without fault, but in being able to correct their faults. To knowingly err again and again, and after each error to seek others’ pity and forgiveness—this is not the conduct of an honorable person.”

“I don’t ask that those who err can sincerely and earnestly apologize and make amends, but at the very least, you two shouldn’t and cannot so easily open your mouths to say words like ‘asking your elder brother to show pity.'”

“First, it damages a daughter’s dignity. Second, if I were to agree, where would that leave Wan’er?”

“I know you two are naturally intelligent, but if you truly possessed great wisdom, you should watch over Mother and have her commit fewer acts that pain our loved ones and please our enemies.”

“The night wind is cold. You two should quickly return to your courtyard.”

After Song Fu finished speaking, he had the two sisters’ nannies escort them back.

Song Yao watched Song Fu’s retreating back and instantly shed a string of teardrops. “Why are you talking to him about pity? When has he ever shown us pity?”

“In his heart, there’s only that full-blooded sister from the same mother. How would he care whether we live or die? Mother merely felt sorry for me losing a good marriage prospect because of eldest sister, but didn’t he also ruin Mother’s reputation because he felt sorry for eldest sister? He says Mother is wrong, but is he any better?”

“He can guard and protect eldest sister, so why can’t Mother make plans for us?”

“He only thinks about his own legitimate sister from the same mother, yet he won’t allow us to seek our own way out?”

“Second Sister, speak less nonsense. You and I are both legitimate daughters of the Song Manor. What do you mean by ‘seeking our own way out’? If the etiquette nanny hears this, she’ll punish you with copying books again.”

After Song Nian finished speaking, she pulled Song Yao toward her own courtyard.

Though she was naturally intelligent, she was still young after all. Encountering such matters, she didn’t know how to handle them for the moment.

She naturally knew that words about seeking pity were unseemly, but the matter had already occurred. Her elder brother was wholeheartedly venting anger on eldest sister’s behalf—what could she do? What she could do was nothing more than using the fastest method to stop Elder Brother from moving out of the manor.

Song Nian sighed softly, only feeling that she still wasn’t clever enough. She decided that in the future she would read more books like eldest sister.

The three siblings each returned to their rooms. Song Fu summoned a young servant at his side and told him to find a larger residence tomorrow, whether inside or outside the city.

If it were any other time, he absolutely couldn’t possibly move out of the manor. Now, acting under the Crown Prince’s name made things much more convenient.

After silently feeling grateful in his heart for the grace of the Crown Prince he had never met, Song Fu finally bathed and retired.

When this news was transmitted to Shen Qianyu’s ears through Dong Chang’s hidden lookouts, he immediately exclaimed that this wouldn’t do.

“If Song Fu buys a residence, how will I see Miss Song in the future?”

He was a eunuch—such words could fool sheltered young ladies from the inner quarters who hadn’t seen many men, but of course couldn’t deceive Song Fu.

He still wanted to learn more from Song Wan. If at this time Song Wan returned to the inner quarters and they severed this mentor-disciple relationship, it would truly be a pity.

Shen Qianyu looked at Wan Xiao and said, “Have people watch Song Fu. Wherever he tries to buy a residence, make sure to have people sabotage it for him.”

Chapter 122: Sweetheart
After Song Fu moved out of the Song manor, he had been unable to find a suitable residence.

He had originally wanted to take this opportunity to shelter Song Wan under his protection and support her in the future. This way, she wouldn’t be controlled by the clan, and it could also avoid situations like Madam Song acting on her own initiative.

However, for some unknown reason, over these past few days, the residences he had people look at were either unsuitable in size or had extraordinarily high prices. And among them, there had been one residence where he’d already put down a deposit, yet the next day the owner returned it doubled.

After going back and forth, Song Fu had no choice but to temporarily stay at Song Wan’s dowry estate.

Today after finishing his official duties, Song Fu brought some pastries to visit Song Wan. Although living away from the manor now had many inconveniences, he had many more opportunities to accompany his sister.

Song Wan’s dowry estate wasn’t far from this residence. If riding on horseback, it would take only the time to brew a pot of tea to arrive. These past few days, Song Fu had been taking his evening meals there.

“The Crown Prince is magnanimous and open-minded in character. He employs people without being constrained by formalities—he can be considered an enlightened ruler.”

Song Fu looked at Song Wan, whose face was flushed with color, and smiled indulgently. “The Crown Prince’s discerning eye is also sharp—he can see that my Song Fu’s sister possesses genuine talent and learning.”

“If Wan’er were a man, even Elder Brother couldn’t compare to you.”

“Why must Elder Brother tease Wan’er?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together and smiled with three parts shyness.

After the siblings finished their meal, they sat in the courtyard drinking tea and conversing.

“I wonder when there will be an opportunity to meet that Eunuch Ji Rong. To think that he coincidentally saved you—I should properly thank him.”

“Perhaps it’s not easy for him to leave the palace, and when he’ll come is uncertain, which is why we keep missing each other. If he comes here next time, I’ll set a time with him and let Elder Brother meet him face to face.”

“That would be good.”

Song Fu nodded, then continued, “The Crown Prince should have already taken action. I’ve recently been deliberately paying attention to the various ministries and discovered that quite a few batches of people in the eighth and ninth rank positions, as well as those without rank, have been replaced. However, because these official posts are truly too low, they haven’t attracted others’ attention.”

“Such meticulous infiltration that silently nourishes is safe and secure. These people can move about conveniently—it’s considerably better than those positions where every action is watched by countless eyes.”

“Wan’er speaks reasonably.”

Song Fu said, “During this period, no news about Shen Qianshu has emerged. I don’t know what the situation is. If Consort Jiang remains silent throughout, it could buy the Crown Prince quite a bit of time.”

“Shen Qianshu’s leg…”

Song Wan furrowed her brow. “It should not be a major problem.”

Shen Qianshu was young—though easily injured, he also recovered quickly. If there truly were any major problems, the palace physicians would surely have news emerge. Now, whether it was Jiang Man or the Chengyang Marquis Manor, all were quiet. It seemed they were trying their best to delay time to allow Shen Qianshu to recover.

“My thoughts are the same.”

“Yanqing Palace is surrounded so tightly that not even water can leak through. Aside from Jiang Xingjian bringing that concubine into the palace the other day, no other news has emerged.”

“Aunt and the Empress’s people have tried to probe several times but haven’t succeeded.”

“Lin Jiayue?”

Song Wan furrowed her brow, always feeling that her entering the palace together with Jiang Xingjian was highly unusual.

“Yes.”

Seeing that Song Fu didn’t take Lin Jiayue seriously, Song Wan clutched her skirt hem, her eyes showing worry.

This person Lin Jiayue—she couldn’t see through her, so she couldn’t speak carelessly.

“You’re wary of that person?”

Song Wan nodded. “I can’t see through her, nor can I discern this person’s scheming methods. Previously, she was devoted to Jiang Xingjian, using all her heart and strength everywhere to help him and the marquis manor. But the marquis manor’s current state—Elder Brother has also seen it.”

“Now she hates Jiang Xingjian. If she truly harbors intentions of secretly taking revenge, I’m genuinely worried that she might bungle things with her cleverness and end up helping Jiang Man instead.”

“Elder Brother rarely hears Wan’er speak such harsh words—it’s quite interesting.”

Song Wan startled, then suddenly smiled.

She wasn’t trying to squeeze out Lin Jiayue. It was truly that this person’s methods were strange and uncanny, making her impossible to guard against.

“Forget it, let’s not mention her.”

Song Fu said, “During this period, I want to investigate what exactly Jiang Xingjian did during his six years at the border.”

“He wouldn’t stay at the border for six years without reason. That he keeps his lips tightly sealed about this matter must mean something is suspicious. By my estimation, he should have been at the border…”

Song Wan lowered her eyes. “Hoarding private troops.”

Song Fu heard this and gave a soft sound of agreement.

“However, this matter requires careful planning. If we can’t catch him red-handed, it’s easy to bring trouble upon ourselves instead.”

The siblings spoke a few more inconsequential words. Seeing the sky had already darkened, Song Fu rode away on horseback.

He had just left the residence not far when in an adjacent residence, someone stood up.

Shen Qianyu put down the teacup in his hand and lowered his head to smooth out his wrinkled garments.

Wan Xiao watched with a slight smile.

Shen Qianyu only saw that the other’s eyes seemed to carry a few parts teasing. He was somewhat displeased. “What are you smiling at?”

“Master’s appearance is truly like a young lady preparing to meet her sweetheart, careful and cautious, afraid of somehow inviting displeasure.”

“Nonsense.”

Shen Qianyu scoffed. “Of all the men in this world who indulge in tender pleasures, how many can accomplish great endeavors?”

Casually brushing off his robe hem, Shen Qianyu acted completely unconcerned. “Do you think I’m the type to be infatuated with beauty and care about romantic love?”

“This subordinate has no such meaning.”

Wan Xiao’s face still carried a faint smile. Shen Qianyu was just preparing to go out when he turned and heard Wan Xiao say, “Master, you’ve left something behind.”

On the stone table in the courtyard sat a square brocade box. Hearing this, Shen Qianyu picked it up and strode toward the door.

This brocade box truly had some weight to it, making both his arms feel sore from carrying it.

Moving his arms that he’d been resting for several days, Shen Qianyu gave a light snort.

He simply felt that Song Wan’s learning was no worse than any man under heaven anywhere, making her admirable—that’s all. Wan Xiao was accustomed to judging a gentleman’s heart with a petty person’s mind.

Saying things like meeting a sweetheart…

As a eunuch, what the hell did Wan Xiao understand about sweethearts?

Walking to the entrance of Song Wan’s residence, Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look at his somewhat wrinkled garments and carefully arranged them twice before gently knocking on the door.

Old Lady Lang welcomed him in with a face full of smiles and went to report to Song Wan.

Song Wan emerged from the house with a shy smile. When she saw Shen Qianyu, her cheeks instantly became tinged with a layer of crimson.

Last time she had truly been in such a wretched state and even implicated him to take care of her the entire journey. Seeing him again today, she inevitably felt somewhat embarrassed.

“I have not yet thanked Eunuch for that day’s events.”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “It was a small matter, hardly worth mentioning.”

“Coming today, I also have something to inquire of the young lady.”

“Please, Eunuch.”

Song Wan led him to the courtyard, and the two sat in the courtyard conversing.

“If I had known Eunuch would come today, earlier I should have had my elder brother wait a moment longer. Then Wan’er could have introduced my elder brother to Eunuch.”

Shen Qianyu smiled faintly, thinking to himself that if Song Fu didn’t leave, he would have waited until falling asleep.

“This is something my… my master asked me to bring to the young lady. The young lady’s methods were extremely useful. My master has already placed people into the various ministries—it has resolved a major concern weighing on his heart.”

Pushing the brocade box in front of Song Wan, Shen Qianyu opened the brocade wrapping.

Inside was a square red carved lacquer box. The man raised his hand to open it, and a fresh sweet fruit fragrance wafted over.

Shen Qianyu said, “These are Jinding Xiehua crisp pears. My… my master had people deliver them by swift horse from Ningling.”

Chapter 123: Outside Man
These Jinding Xiehua crisp pears were originally tribute items. The batch being presented as tribute was still on the road—these in his hands were the very first portion in all of the capital.

“This is too precious. This humble woman cannot accept it.”

Song Wan shook her head slightly, her expression resolute.

“What’s precious about it? They’re just a few pears.”

“Miss Song has devoted effort and heart to strategizing for the Crown Prince. A few pears are well deserved.”

Shen Qianyu’s tone was lazy and unrestrained, as if these things were truly just ordinary items.

“Miss, please accept them. If you don’t, it would instead displease my master.”

Song Wan had no choice but to accept them.

After accepting, she had Heng Zhi bring over the six礼 gifts for becoming a disciple that Shen Qianyu had previously sent.

“I will accept these Jinding Xiehua crisp pears, but the Crown Prince’s disciple ceremony gifts and the formal petition to become a disciple—no matter what, this humble woman cannot accept them.”

Song Wan stood up and bowed to Shen Qianyu. “If the Crown Prince truly takes this humble woman as his teacher, in the future he will surely invite ridicule from all under heaven. And this humble woman will also find it difficult to escape the world’s verbal and written condemnation. I hope Eunuch will ask His Highness the Crown Prince to withdraw this petition.”

Seeing Song Wan speak so earnestly, Shen Qianyu stood up and agreed.

Shen Qianyu was much taller than Song Wan—Song Wan only came up to his chest. Now that the two stood close together, from his position looking down, he could just see her ear tips tinged with pink.

Wan Xiao’s words about meeting a sweetheart suddenly echoed in his ears. Shen Qianyu involuntarily took a step back.

“What the young lady has said, this humble one understands. I will definitely report it word for word to His Highness the Crown Prince.”

Song Wan smiled softly, her eyes full of gentleness.

He didn’t know what had come over him today. Perhaps it was Wan Xiao’s nonsense that made him feel so uncomfortable interacting with Song Wan.

Slightly restraining his manner, Shen Qianyu sat back down.

“Actually, coming today, there’s also another matter I wish to request.”

Song Wan said softly, “Please speak, Eunuch.”

Her tone was gentle and calm. When speaking, she still carried a young lady’s unique tender softness. Shen Qianyu only felt that Song Wan’s tone today was especially gentle, making one feel drowsy and dizzy.

He coughed lightly and became even more proper in his demeanor. “The Crown Prince knows that the young lady and Consort Yun share affection like mother and daughter. I wonder if I might borrow an item from the young lady to use as an introduction?”

Song Wan nodded. “Of course.”

In the rear palace, the Crown Prince was ultimately not as convenient in his movements as the imperial consorts. Moreover, these years he should not have had the energy to plant people in the palace.

That he would now propose wanting to establish connections with her aunt was also within her expectations.

Song Wan got up and entered the house. Before long, she brought out a palm-sized box.

Placing it in front of Shen Qianyu, Song Wan said, “When Aunt sees this item, she will surely believe the Crown Prince’s people.”

Shen Qianyu opened it and saw that inside the box, on red velvet fabric, lay a flawlessly perfect pearl. This pearl faintly emitted a lustrous pink glow—one look was enough to know it was no ordinary item.

Pinching the pearl in his hand to examine it carefully, Shen Qianyu said, “This thing cannot be faked.”

Such perfect quality—there would be hard to find a second one like it in the world.

Song Wan nodded with a smile. “This is a relic from my mother. Wan’er has worn it close to her body since childhood. Aunt recognizes it—truly no one could fake it.”

Worn close to her body…

Shen Qianyu only felt that the two fingertips holding the pearl seemed to be burned, scalding him painfully.

His jaw tightened as he hurriedly and carefully placed the pearl back.

“This humble one… will definitely safeguard it properly.”

Song Wan nodded gently. “I trouble Eunuch with this.”

“The hour is already late. This humble one will take his leave first. This pearl will surely be returned intact in the future.”

“Eunuch can deliver it to Aunt.”

“Certainly, certainly.”

For some reason, Shen Qianyu suddenly became anxious to take his leave, his hurried appearance as if some great matter had occurred. Song Wan was somewhat puzzled and quickly arranged for Heng Zhi to see him off.

Seeing the guest leave, she returned to her room to take down her hair and remove her makeup, cleanse her face, and rest.

Shen Qianyu walked out of the residence still striding hurriedly. After returning to his own residence, his face was iron-blue as he looked at Wan Xiao.

“Master, what has… happened to you?”

Wan Xiao put down the wine bowl in his hand and stood up respectfully.

Although the two of them had escaped death together and supported each other for many years, Wan Xiao knew his own status and never overstepped boundaries.

Shen Qianyu glared at him and sat down.

“Pour wine.”

Wan Xiao smiled as he poured wine for him. Shen Qianyu drained it in one gulp, his expression solemn.

The pearl Song Wan had just given him still rested against his chest. Perhaps because of the strong liquor burning his throat, Shen Qianyu only felt a strange heat rising from his chest.

“What wine is this?”

“Bamboo Leaf Green.”

Shen Qianyu frowned without saying a word.

“Did His Highness encounter something at Miss Song’s residence?”

Shen Qianyu glanced at him but still didn’t speak.

Only after Wan Xiao had drunk all the wine in the pot alone did he slowly say, “Song Wan was very unusual today.”

Wan Xiao’s eyes instantly became sharp. “Has the Song family developed thoughts of betrayal?”

“No.”

Shen Qianyu’s brow furrowed tightly. “Today’s Song Wan…”

“How so?”

“Her expression and tone were both different from usual.”

The corners of Wan Xiao’s lips curved into a bloodthirsty smile. “Does she want to harm Master?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then what?”

Shen Qianyu’s expression was grave. “Between her eyes and brows today, there was nothing but gentle and gracious smiles.”

When he was a hostage in Nanqing, that Nanqing demoness would also occasionally reveal such seductive manner—mostly to lure him, to make him become a servant beneath her skirts.

Laughable that he had no regard for such ways. He would rather endure all that demoness’s tortures than draw closer to her by even a fraction.

Wan Xiao was startled upon hearing this. “Hasn’t the Song family’s legitimate daughter always been of such gentle and refined appearance?”

He had secretly seen her a few times and only felt that woman was soft and harmless. Most of the time her face carried a faint smile—very ordinary.

Shen Qianyu shook his head. “I didn’t pay attention to how she was in the past. I only feel today was very different.”

He lowered his eyes, his face expressionless. “I wonder if perhaps the Song family has developed thoughts of sending a daughter into the palace, so they’re using this method…”

“Master, this subordinate has something to say but doesn’t know if I should say it.”

“Speak.”

Wan Xiao narrowed his eyes and leaned back slightly, his gaze constantly sizing up Shen Qianyu.

After a moment, Wan Xiao said, “Doesn’t Miss Song still think you’re Ji Rong? As the Song family’s legitimate daughter, even if she’s fallen to become a cast-off wife of the Chengyang Marquis Manor, she wouldn’t set her sights on a palace eunuch, would she?”

Shen Qianyu’s expression paused. He suddenly stood up. “What do you understand?”

After saying this, he strode with a dark face toward his own courtyard.

Wan Xiao frowned, not knowing why the Crown Prince was so abnormal today.

While he was pondering, he saw Shen Qianyu return again with furrowed brow.

“Song Wan is not a cast-off wife of the Chengyang Marquis Manor. It was she who severed ties with Jiang Xingjian first.”

Wan Xiao was stunned. “Is there a difference?”

“What do you understand!”

Shen Qianyu said, “Although she didn’t accept my petition to become a disciple, I respect her learning.”

Wan Xiao only saw that after Shen Qianyu said this sentence, he hurriedly left without looking back.

“This person… wasn’t it you yourself who said Miss Song was abnormal today? How is it now that I’m the one who doesn’t understand?”

While the two of them bickered in the residence, they didn’t know that near Song Wan’s residence, a middle-aged woman had been secretly observing for quite some time. Seeing such a tall and imposing unfamiliar man arrive under cover of night and depart under cover of night, she nearly dropped her jaw in shock.

She pressed her lips in thought for a long time, then anxiously and hurriedly boarded a carriage and returned to the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

Chapter 124: After Death
That sneaking old woman was none other than the wife of Qi Shun, the head steward of the attendant quarters at the Chengyang Marquis Manor. She was one of those who came last time to fetch Song Wan and ended up being injured by Shen Qianyu.

When the carriage overturned, although she rolled out of the carriage together with everyone else, she hadn’t lost consciousness. She had clearly seen Shen Qianyu committing violence.

Therefore, Qi Shun’s wife knew about Song Wan being abducted by an unfamiliar man.

Since this major matter concerned the manor’s madam’s virtue and reputation, she didn’t dare not report it. As soon as she returned to the marquis manor, she secretly told Madam Jiang.

Thinking of the madam’s furious appearance at that time, she shuddered violently.

Coming here today was also following her orders to secretly monitor Song Wan. The madam had said that if Song Wan encountered misfortune outside and lost her chastity, their marquis manor could use this as reason to present divorce papers. But if…

Qi Shun’s wife gritted her teeth, her eyes full of conflicted uncertainty.

In the past, Song Wan had treated her well, but this behavior of seducing wild men and being unchaste was truly… too outrageous!

“Let’s go, return to the manor.”

Qi Shun’s wife gritted her teeth all the way back to the marquis manor.

Old Madam Jiang and the manor’s illegitimate children had passed away one after another, making Madam Jiang age over ten years all at once. Originally, years of living in pampered luxury had nurtured her into a beautiful woman who looked to be in her early thirties. But now, overnight, most of her black hair had turned white, as if she’d aged ten years.

“Madam, Concubine Liu has come again.”

Madam Jiang held a brass hand warmer. Hearing this, a trace of impatience flashed through her eyes.

“Should this servant send her away?”

“No need. Let her come in.”

Raising her hand to pinch the space between her brows, Madam Jiang said, “I’ve also experienced the pain of losing a son. As a mother, one would probably rather take the child’s place. Let her come in—it’s good for me to console her.”

“This year the manor has lost too many people. In my heart…”

Covering her chest, Madam Jiang sighed softly. “It doesn’t feel good either.”

In the past, the old madam managed everything in the manor and she didn’t need to handle affairs. Over many years, she had developed a lazy disposition of being unwilling to manage matters. Naturally, she was also too lazy to raise the illegitimate sons and daughters at her knee.

But although those illegitimate children weren’t born of her own body, when living people were gone, she still felt bad about it.

Not to mention that in just a few months in this manor, four people had passed away one after another.

Just thinking about this made Madam Jiang’s heart turn cold. She clutched the warming brazier in her arms even tighter.

She found Concubine Liu tiresome, especially these past few days when Concubine Liu had asked the manor for many things and silver to hold funeral rites for Jiang Yan. Though she had some complaints about this matter, she had still agreed to everything one by one.

Could it be she was afraid Concubine Liu would profit from her dead son?

It was nothing more than a mother’s bitter heart with nowhere to find relief.

Madam Jiang wore white, concealing her exhausted eyes.

As soon as Concubine Liu entered, she saw Madam Jiang sitting there lost in thought, not knowing what she was pondering. Her eyes darted around and she instantly squeezed out a few tears before Madam Jiang.

“Madam, you must seek justice for Yan’er.”

Madam Jiang let out a long breath and said with lowered eyes, “What are we missing now?”

Concubine Liu wiped her tears. “These past few days I went to Yuling Hall, only to discover that Yan’er’s room had nothing in it. How could this be? In the past, I saw him spending money generously—he didn’t look like someone without silver.”

“Moreover, Steward Liu from the outer courtyard also said that Yan’er had asked him several times to go south to bring back items. Those items weren’t cheap—how is it that they’re all gone now?”

Madam Jiang frowned. “You came just for this?”

“Men interact with their peers outside and buying and selling items is ordinary. What could he, an illegitimate son, possibly have in his room? Moreover, Jiang Yan’s corpse is barely cold and you’re already going to his room to search for silver? How can you be a concubine like this?”

Madam Jiang’s expression turned severe, her tone sharp. “These past few days, under the pretext of holding funeral rites for Jiang Yan, you’ve asked the manor for this and that. Where are those things? Were they used on Jiang Yan?”

Concubine Liu turned her head away, avoiding Madam Jiang’s gaze.

Her son was already gone—if she didn’t keep more silver for herself, how would that do? Dead is dead—must one insist on taking all the silver to the underworld?

Thinking of Jiang Yan, Concubine Liu furrowed her brow.

That child was clearly well-behaved and sensible when he was young, and treated her so well. Who knew how, when he grew up, his temperament changed? Day after day he showed his birth mother a cold face, as if someone owed him eight hundred strings of cash.

His short life now was probably also karmic retribution for his unfilial behavior.

“Of course it was used on Second Master. Second Master crawled out of my own belly. Besides me and Madam, who else would feel sorry for him?”

“Good that you know.”

After all, he wasn’t her own son. Madam Jiang had no heart to investigate further. After speaking, she wanted to send Concubine Liu back to her courtyard. Who would have thought that Concubine Liu would kneel on the ground with a face full of grievance? “It’s just that, Madam, many things are truly missing from Yan’er’s room. Even the two maids at his side don’t know where they’ve run off to.”

“Although Qing Zhai spoke with the manor’s steward and took their indenture contracts before leaving, this humble concubine just feels something isn’t right. Yan’er’s valuables must have been absconded with by those little sluts. Madam, we should report to the authorities.”

“You don’t know how generously Yan’er spent money in the past. Nine out of ten, he had some private property outside…”

Concubine Liu’s face was anxious.

She had once seen with her own eyes Jiang Yan giving her sister-in-law a set of extremely valuable jadeite headdress accessories. That jadeite’s water clarity was excellent—worth over a thousand taels of silver.

She had secretly asked people to inquire—it was worth at least one thousand five hundred taels of silver.

If Jiang Yan didn’t have private property, how could he afford to buy such things?

The more Concubine Liu thought about it, the more anxious she became. Her bent waist wished it could press against Madam Jiang’s body.

“Enough.”

With a bang, Madam Jiang smashed the hand warmer on the ground. “Jiang Yan is already gone and you’re still gossiping about him? What kind of reputation is it for an illegitimate son to hide private property? Are you rushing to pour dirty water on a dead person?”

“For that bit of silver, you don’t even want your face anymore?”

“Nanny Li.”

Madam Jiang was furious—the veins at her temples bulged. “Concubine Liu is speaking nonsense. Fetch the family discipline rod and cure this bad habit of hers properly.”

Nanny Li hesitated. But Madam Jiang raised her voice. “Why aren’t you going yet! I’ve finally seen it clearly now—without using some thunderous methods in this manor, things won’t work. Go! Today let Concubine Liu properly learn a lesson—what words can be said and what words cannot be said. Let her learn it all clearly at once.”

“If she can’t learn, don’t let her out. Also, bring Jiang Xing here for me to see. What kind of daughter can such a concubine raise?”

Jiang Xing was only nine years old this year. Madam Jiang only had an impression of this illegitimate daughter as submissive and obedient. Today, seeing Concubine Liu gossip even about her dead son, she truly couldn’t bear it any longer.

Soon servants brought Jiang Xing over. When Madam Jiang looked, she nearly fainted from anger.

Winter was approaching, yet Jiang Xing was still wearing early autumn clothes. Just walking to Jiangxiang Courtyard had frozen the little girl’s hands purple and her cheeks bright red.

Madam Jiang supported her forehead, too angry to maintain composure. “Send Jiang Xing…”

“Send her to Lanting Courtyard to be raised by Lin Shi and Huai Su. As for Concubine Liu, since she now has neither husband nor son, there’s no use keeping her in the marquis manor.”

“The marquis manor has always been generous to people, so we won’t make her keep mourning for the marquis her whole life. After serving her with family discipline, send her out of the manor.”

“Also, bring Liu Chengxiang to me. Have him properly discipline this thing. If she dares to speak nonsense outside, throw the entire Liu family out!”

Chapter 125: Poisoned Mute
Seeing Madam Jiang’s fury, Nanny Li quickly dragged Concubine Liu out.

Concubine Liu continued wailing incessantly, but Nanny Li directly stuffed a handkerchief from her hand down her throat.

Liu Chengxiang was also brought over. As soon as Madam Jiang saw him, she gave a cold shout, frightening Liu Chengxiang so much that he dropped to his knees with a thud.

A servant woman repeated Madam Jiang’s words to him. Liu Chengxiang kowtowed repeatedly. “Madam, rest assured. This humble one will certainly watch over Liu Zhu carefully and absolutely won’t let her speak a single word about the marquis manor outside.”

Madam Jiang glared at him furiously, waving her hand in extreme disgust to have people take him away.

As soon as Liu Chengxiang left Jiangxiang Courtyard, his expression turned gloomy. He stood outside the hanging flower gate quietly waiting for Liu Zhu.

The Chengyang Marquis Manor, entirely in white, emanated a sinister air. Usually, the various courtyards were noisy and lively, but now they were silent. Even servants walking would subconsciously lighten their steps, afraid of disturbing something.

When Concubine Liu was brought out, both her cheeks had been slapped into bruised, swollen messes. Seeing Liu Chengxiang, she couldn’t help but cry with a gaping mouth.

Fresh red bloodstains filled the gaps between her teeth—clearly Nanny Li had struck ruthlessly today.

“Elder Brother…”

Liu Zhu broke free from Nanny Li and threw herself violently at Liu Chengxiang.

“Please plead with Madam on my behalf. I cannot leave the marquis manor…”

If she left the marquis manor, how could she continue to eat well, drink well, and live the life of a concubine? Moreover, her parents had long since passed away. Her only relative left was Liu Chengxiang’s family. She was still counting on Liu Liansheng to support her in old age.

Now that even Jiang Yan was gone, if she also left the marquis manor, how could she survive?

“Elder Brother, I truly cannot leave the marquis manor.”

Liu Chengxiang’s eyelids twitched. Gritting his teeth, he forcefully dragged Liu Zhu back to his servant quarters.

Liu Zhu cried the entire way. By the time they reached the courtyard where Liu Chengxiang lived, she was crying even harder. The surrounding servants came out to watch the excitement. After asking and learning that Concubine Liu had been driven out of the manor by Madam, they all pulled their heads back in.

“You watch her first. I’ll be right back.”

Liu Chengxiang pushed Liu Zhu into the room. Liu Zhu’s sister-in-law stood at the door with swollen eyelids, staring at her without saying a word.

“Sister-in-law…”

“Ptui!”

Liu family’s daughter-in-law spat directly in Liu Zhu’s face. “You wretched creature deserve this day. Yan’er…”

Her tone choked with emotion, tears instantly falling in a stream from her eyes. “Such a good child as Yan’er would die young—it’s all because you, this harbinger of misfortune, cursed him. The one who should die is you!”

“From childhood, I told you—told you not to mistreat him day after day. For glory, wealth, and honor, you didn’t even want your own son. You deserve this—deserve to be driven out of the manor in your old age.”

Liu family’s daughter-in-law gritted her teeth, cursing Liu Zhu over and over.

Jiang Yan wasn’t her child and had an additional layer of master status. Normally, she rarely saw him, but she knew that child Yan’er was good—soft-hearted inside.

Every time Yan’er saw her, he would call her “Maternal Aunt,” and privately he had sent her many things.

She had merely secretly sent him medicine and food a few times in Liu Chengxiang’s name when Jiang Yan was beaten severely. This child had always kept it in his heart.

Even a while ago when Qing Zhai left the manor, he had sent her some banknotes. Qing Zhai’s exact words were that she couldn’t leave even one fen of the master’s belongings to Concubine Liu.

These past few days, her heartache over Jiang Yan had hurt every part of her body. Her eyelids were so swollen from crying she could barely open them.

And what about Liu Zhu?

Did she look at all like someone whose son had passed? Not only were her cheeks rosy and plump, she had even applied powder on her face!

“It’s precisely because your heart and liver are blackened that Yan’er left early. Heaven knows not to let such a good child as Yan’er support you in old age. When you’re old, you’ll only deserve to become a beggar woman begging for food on the streets, without meals during the day or shelter at night.”

“It was you who cursed Yan’er to death. It was you.”

“You deserve to live a life like a rat crossing the street, beaten by everyone!”

“You’re spouting nonsense.”

Liu Zhu suddenly stood up, speaking incoherently. “Haven’t I been good enough to that little beast? Did I shortchange him food or clothing? That he could be the dignified Second Master Yan before others—wasn’t it all because I constantly fawned like a dog to everyone in the manor from top to bottom?”

“And what qualification do you have to speak to me? Over these years, didn’t most of the silver I collected go into your household? Fine! Now that my son is gone, you dare straighten your back and speak loudly to me. How come I never saw you ordering me around in the past?”

“Don’t forget—Elder Brother and Liansheng promised to support me in old age. I’ve given you quite a bit of silver over these years!”

How had she been bad to that little beast? If it weren’t for her, Liu Zhu, could that little beast have been reborn into the marquis manor and become the manor’s Second Master from birth?

“That little beast was unfilial to his birth mother. It’s good he died—saves bringing another thing like him into this world to suffer like I did.”

Liu Zhu glared furiously at her sister-in-law, quite certain that Liu Chengxiang wouldn’t do anything to her.

She had been arrogant and domineering like this for so many years. Moreover, Liu Chengxiang had taken so much of her private silver—how would he dare not treat her well?

If he didn’t treat her well, even their parents underground wouldn’t let him off.

“I treated that little beast badly? How can you say that with a straight face? I’m his birth mother—how could I treat him badly? His fortune is thin—he doesn’t have the good fate to enjoy wealth and honor. Can that also be blamed on me?”

“Ptui! Shameless woman.”

Hearing these words, Liu family’s daughter-in-law’s eyes turned blood-red. She directly jumped on Liu Zhu and swung her arms left and right, slapping her.

Liu Chengxiang entered with a bowl, shouting loudly, “What are you doing?”

“Elder Brother, your wife is hitting me.”

Liu Zhu covered her face. Taking advantage of Liu family’s daughter-in-law’s unpreparedness, she viciously scratched her face.

The two women became entangled in a fight again. Liu Chengxiang stepped forward and forcefully flung them apart.

Liu Zhu got up and looked at her sister-in-law provocatively.

“Over these years, I’ve given you so much silver. Don’t think just because… mmph…”

Before she could finish speaking, Liu Chengxiang grabbed her jaw and forcefully held her teeth clamped shut.

“Pour it into her.”

Without a word of question about what it was, Liu family’s daughter-in-law took it and poured it into Liu Zhu’s mouth.

Liu Zhu struggled, trying to spit it out, but was firmly held down by her elder brother and sister-in-law covering her mouth and nose.

Only after seeing that entire bowl of medicine had been drunk by Liu Zhu did the Liu Chengxiang couple release her.

Liu Zhu only felt a severe burning in her throat. She rolled on the ground in pain, spitting blood mouthful after mouthful, but couldn’t speak a single word.

Liu family’s daughter-in-law asked in panic, “What was that?”

“Ammonium chloride mixed with gallnut water—something from the outer courtyard for removing iron rust.”

“Then Liu Zhu, she… she won’t die, will she?”

Liu Chengxiang snorted coldly. “She won’t die. It just burned her throat.”

“Come with me to throw her out, so she doesn’t make a scene in the courtyard.”

“Throw… throw her out?”

“What—do you want to disobey Madam’s orders, or do you want to support her?”

Hearing this, Liu family’s daughter-in-law followed Liu Chengxiang. Each person grabbed one of Liu Zhu’s arms and directly threw her outside the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

A servant woman reported to Madam Jiang that Liu Zhu had been driven away by the two of them. Madam Jiang heard and nodded indifferently, too lazy to care further.

Seeing that this chaotic situation had been properly handled, Qi Shun’s wife then stepped forward to Madam Jiang’s ear and whispered a few words softly.

Chapter 126: Submission
“What did you say?” Madam Jiang’s body swayed sharply backward, and Steward Qi’s wife hurriedly supported her in her arms. “Come with me to find Yi’er. I want Yi’er to strangle that wretched woman to death.”

Madam Jiang gripped Steward Qi’s wife tightly, the fury in her heart making it impossible for her to speak.

She had originally thought that if Song Wan had been abducted by someone in the mountains, considering that woman had maintained widowhood for Yi’er for six years, she would spare her life. This would also accumulate virtue for their household.

But since that woman shamelessly engaged in illicit relations with a man, she absolutely could not allow Song Wan to continue living in this world and bring disgrace to the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

“Go to Lanting Courtyard.”

Madam Jiang pulled Steward Qi’s wife toward Lanting Courtyard.

Jiang Xingjian currently resided in the main quarters of Lanting Courtyard. His injuries were severe, and the imperial physicians had advised he needed three months of rest and recuperation. After the Lantern Festival, three imperial princes had all been gravely injured. Emperor Wenhui was anxious to capture the Nanqing spies, causing panic throughout the court.

Those with any sense mostly kept quiet and laid low. Jiang Xingjian was no exception, conveniently taking the opportunity to recover peacefully at home.

Huai Su was helping him knead his shoulders and neck. Having not left his bed for so long, Jiang Xingjian felt stiff all over.

“Can Master endure the smell of this activation oil?”

Jiang Xingjian kept his eyes closed and gave a faint “mm.”

Since he still had injuries, the dosage of this blood-activating medicinal oil couldn’t be too strong. Huai Su scooped out just a little bit with a small silver spoon, carefully rubbed it warm in her palms, then gently placed both hands on the man’s neck.

Huai Su’s movements were serious and meticulous. After kneading for a moment, she said with slight hesitation: “Master, shouldn’t we bring Madam back?”

The marquis manor had held consecutive funerals. Fortunately, too many people had gone to the capital around the Lantern Festival, and every household was too busy and flustered to pay condolence visits to other manors, which made the Chengyang Marquis Manor’s chaos appear less obvious.

Although the manor now seemed peaceful on the surface with Qing Wei, who had come from the palace, managing household affairs, her status was neither proper nor legitimate, making it very inconvenient for her to handle many matters.

What appeared to be complete tranquility actually concealed quite a few problems in various areas.

In Huai Su’s eyes, no one in the manor could compare to Song Wan. Only Song Wan could manage the marquis manor properly with everyone working together harmoniously.

“The time isn’t right yet.”

Huai Su only felt the body of Jiang Xingjian beneath her palms stiffen, then he spoke this sentence flatly.

Jiang Xingjian opened his eyes, having lost interest.

How could he not want to bring Song Wan back to the manor? But he knew the timing wasn’t right yet.

Song Wan currently hated him to death. If he insisted on bringing her back to the manor, given her temperament, she would certainly hate him even more. Moreover, the current situation was unstable, and events had developed beyond what he initially imagined.

If he had known earlier that he could determine the victor with the Third Prince without losing a single soldier, he wouldn’t have treated Song Wan that way in the first place.

One wrong step led to every step being wrong. Who could have thought that he originally wanted to protect that person, but instead ended up counterproductively bungling things?

Right now, whatever he did, Song Wan would only hate him. It would be better to wait slowly—wait until the court situation stabilized, wait until Shu’er became the only candidate to inherit the throne. At that time, he could reconcile with Song Lan’an. He believed Song Lan’an would certainly send Song Wan back in grand style.

Jiang Xingjian put on his robes, his eyes full of certainty.

Better to let Song Wan hate Song Lan’an than hate him.

When Wan’er returned to his side, he would treat her well.

Jiang Xingjian faintly drew out a smile, but it slowly faded when Lin Jiayue entered the room.

Lin Jiayue pulled Jiang Xing’s hand as she walked over. Seeing Huai Su standing to the side with her head lowered, she paused slightly, then turned her head and pretended not to see.

“Brother Xingjian, are you feeling better?”

“Already much better.”

Lin Jiayue touched Jiang Xingjian’s cheek with heartache: “Really better? Brother Xingjian isn’t lying to me because you’re afraid I’ll be sad?”

Jiang Xingjian pulled down Lin Jiayue’s hand without speaking.

“Has the Fifth Prince used that rehabilitation method I mentioned? Last time when Yue’er mentioned that auspicious omen, did you tell Her Ladyship…”

“Why is Fifth Sister here?”

Lin Jiayue recounted to Jiang Xingjian how Jiang Xing’s birth mother had been driven from the manor. Hearing this, Jiang Xingjian only said flatly for Lin Jiayue to look after her well.

“Yes, I will certainly take good care of Fifth Sister. I’ll treat her as my own daughter. Brother Xingjian, do you think our previous child was male or female? It’s such a pity I didn’t have the ability to let him be born into this world.”

“Brother Xingjian, he was your first child. You must feel heartbroken too, right?”

“If it had been a boy, he probably would have looked exactly like you, and you could have taught him calligraphy and martial arts…”

After Lin Jiayue finished speaking, she tapped lightly on Jiang Xingjian’s heart. Jiang Xingjian’s expression turned slightly cold, and he unconsciously pressed his lips together tightly.

Her hand slowly slid down from Jiang Xingjian’s heart. Jiang Xingjian’s body stiffened, his complexion turning pale.

“That auspicious omen should be reported to the capital in the next few days, right? If we receive good news, Brother Xingjian mustn’t forget to tell Yue’er. Yue’er has other methods that will certainly help the Fifth Prince maintain his position.”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue smiled at Huai Su and pulled Jiang Xing out.

As soon as they returned to Xiuyan Pavilion, Lin Jiayue said: “Don’t learn from me.”

Jiang Xing looked up in confusion, only to see her eyes slightly red: “Don’t learn from me. I’m someone who serves as a concubine. Don’t learn any of the behavior you saw today.”

She pulled Jiang Xing to her side and stroked her head: “Did you see what happened to your mother?”

“That’s the fate of being a concubine.”

“You must remember, in this world, if you don’t have a good family background, then all you can rely on is a good reputation for virtue. If you want to learn, learn from Song Wan—become that kind of accomplished lady from a great family.”

“Those feudal ethical codes harm people, but looking at it from another angle, those feudal ethical codes also protect weak young ladies like you and Jiang Jing.”

Lin Jiayue tilted her head back, blinking the tears back into her eyes.

“They disorder you first, then abandon you.”

“In the future, you must never take one wrong step. Even if there’s a man who moves your heart, you must establish the relationship with propriety. You cannot engage in promiscuity or lose your chastity beforehand.”

“I used to think these feudal doctrines were persecution of women, but in this world, when a woman violates ethical codes, she loses the protection of those ethical codes.”

Lin Jiayue wiped away her tears and forced a smile: “Jiang Xing, you must remember that here, women are in an extremely disadvantaged position, especially when facing love.”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together and sobbed: “In this world, whenever the word ‘love’ is involved, women will always be—and can only be—the sole victims.”

It took Concubine Zhou, Jiang Jing, and the child in her womb—three lives—for her to see this truth clearly. The price couldn’t be called anything but enormous.

How could she have been foolish enough to think that as long as women did the same things as men and received the same treatment, that would be equality and liberation?

No one could live apart from realistic factors and society’s entire system and values. That was merely her blind and impulsive fantasy.

“In the future, you must study hard. The thing I regret most in this life is that during the years when I should have been studying properly, I ran off chasing love, and in the end couldn’t maintain even a single relationship. Study hard and learn to be a clever person, like… a clever person like Song Wan.”

Jiang Xing nodded with half-understanding. Seeing Lin Jiayue cry so bitterly, her own eyes reddened too.

She didn’t quite understand the other person’s meaning, but Jiang Xing knew that without Concubine Liu, no one would beat and scold her anymore, and she could have enough to eat and wear warm clothes.

Little Jiang Xing timidly extended her hand to grasp Lin Jiayue’s, whispering: “In the future, I’ll study more and become someone like First Madam.”

Chapter 127: Pearl
Lin Jiayue held Jiang Xing, crying and laughing at the same time. After venting her emotions, she helped Jiang Xing comb her hair and change her clothes. Qing Wei was temporarily managing the household affairs in the manor, but because she wasn’t a master of the household, she found Lin Jiayue’s unreasonable behavior extremely vexing.

Seeing Lin Jiayue clamoring to have clothes tailored and shoes made for Jiang Xing, Qing Wei checked the account books and discovered that clothing had clearly already been distributed to the second branch, yet she still had to have several new sets made.

Jiang Xing tugged at Lin Jiayue’s hand and said quietly: “The manor did make them, but Mother took them all away.”

Most of the clothing and other items distributed by the manor would be taken by Concubine Liu and given to Liu Chengxiang for him to pawn for money. Sometimes clothing worth eight or five taels of silver would only get her two or three hundred coins from Liu Chengxiang, yet she never tired of it.

Her older brother said Mother was stupidly thick-headed, and she felt her brother was right.

Thinking of Jiang Yan, Jiang Xing’s eyes reddened with sadness.

“Don’t worry about those things. From now on, I’ll look after you.”

Lin Jiayue pulled Jiang Xing along, looking at everything in the marquis manor with calm eyes.

As the two were walking toward Xiuyan Pavilion, they saw Madam Jiang with a pale face, striding over aggressively with Steward Qi’s wife. Lin Jiayue frowned slightly and pulled Jiang Xing back to Xiuyan Pavilion.

“Jiang Xing, you must remember that curiosity killed the cat. The less an unclever person knows, the longer they live.”

Jiang Xing nodded and returned to Xiuyan Pavilion with Lin Jiayue.

As soon as Madam Jiang entered the main courtyard gate, she dismissed all the servants. Even Huai Su was sent away by her.

“What matter does Mother have?”

With only mother and son remaining in the room, Madam Jiang’s eyes were bloodshot: “No wonder that wretched woman would rather injure you than privately flee the manor—she already had a lover outside, yet you still protect her everywhere.”

“What nonsense is Mother talking about?”

Madam Jiang said sternly: “Nonsense? You have Steward Qi’s wife tell you what good deeds that wretched woman has been doing outside.”

Steward Qi’s wife stepped forward with a wooden expression and recounted to Jiang Xingjian what she had seen at night—a tall man entering and leaving Song Wan’s residence.

“Wan’er would never do such a thing.”

“Never?”

Madam Jiang pressed her forehead: “You still protect her even now, but how has she treated you? And what wouldn’t she do? If she truly followed wifely conduct, she wouldn’t have preferred to stab you rather than absolutely insist on severing ties and leaving the manor.”

“Given Song Wan’s learning and character, she would absolutely never do such an improper thing. Mother need not speak further—the Chengyang Marquis Manor cannot withstand another storm like this.”

Madam Jiang gritted her teeth, hating his lack of ambition.

Jiang Xingjian had Steward Qi’s wife escort Madam Jiang back to Jiangxiang Courtyard while he closed his eyes to ponder this matter.

From his understanding of Song Wan, she absolutely was not the type to degrade herself or lose her head. Nor did he believe any man could catch her eye.

But Steward Qi’s wife would certainly not lie, so…

Jiang Xingjian summoned Song Yan and had him send people to watch Song Wan’s residence.

He now suspected that residence might just be a smokescreen—either someone else was living there, or that man’s identity was problematic.

Just as Song Yan left, Tao Hong entered.

Tao Hong was also a servant at Jiang Xingjian’s side, except he usually traveled outside gathering information for the marquis manor. He hadn’t returned for quite some time. Today, as soon as he entered the manor, he hurried to find Jiang Xingjian.

“My lord, it’s done.”

“Now in five locations—Ningshan City, Qingnan County, Raohe Ancient Village, Zha River, and Jiangdong Town—rare and precious pearls have appeared in the world. The local magistrates have already sent the items to the capital by express horse. This humble one has also spread related matters everywhere according to Master’s instructions.”

“Moreover, the stone stele with the character ‘Shu’ appeared out of nowhere in East Dragon City, which has also caused much speculation among the common people.”

“Now white auspicious deer, golden carp, or temples displaying seven-colored auspicious light have appeared in various places.”

Jiang Xingjian asked: “That thing she gave can really display seven-colored auspicious light?”

“Replying to Master, this humble one followed what Concubine Lin said and placed that thing under the sun. It indeed displayed seven-colored auspicious light.”

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes. After a moment of silence, he had Tao Hong continue spreading the news in the capital.

News of auspicious omens appearing in various places quickly spread throughout the capital, and rumors said these auspicious signs were all related to the number “five.”

Song Yuning sat in Changxin Palace, her heart aching as she looked at Shen Qianbai with medicinal cloths applied to his face.

Entering the imperial family, sometimes certain matters weren’t things they were willing to compete for or wanted to compete for. But if they didn’t compete, what would be sacrificed was themselves, or even the lives of their entire clan.

Raising her hand to change the medicinal cloth on Shen Qianbai’s face, Song Yuning carefully wiped away the blood scabs for him.

“This servant sees that the Third Prince has improved considerably. Now only the area under his eyes is still somewhat obvious—his face shows very few traces.”

Song Yuning nodded: “Indeed so.”

Seeing this, Cai Jia knelt on the ground and said in a low voice: “Your Ladyship, everyone outside is saying that the Fifth Prince is a true dragon descended to earth. Although they’re currently wary of His Majesty, the important court ministers and the common people of the realm all…”

“No need to say more.”

“Qianbai cannot compete with him, nor can he compete anymore.”

After covering Shen Qianbai with the quilt, Song Yuning murmured: “The Song clan has already given up on Qianbai. Although I know this is the best way to preserve the Song family, I cannot accept it in my heart either.”

“Yet I must also admit that Qianbai, he…”

“If I still want to leave Qianbai with his life, I cannot continue pushing him to pursue that impossible dream.”

She, Song Yuning, could afford to fight, and naturally could afford to lose.

“Jiang Man’s scheming and methods are only so much. At the Lantern Festival, she borrowed the First Prince’s power to injure Qianbai. In the future, I won’t give her another chance.”

“I will protect Qianbai as he grows up. When he is enfeoffed as a prince and leaves the palace, this palace will have accomplished its mission and can retire.”

Song Yuning smoothed Shen Qianbai’s disheveled hair that had become damp with sweat, saying gently: “Being a carefree prince may not necessarily be a bad thing.”

“Will Your Ladyship just allow Shen Qianshu to ascend and let Jiang Man ride over your head?”

Song Yuning said: “I also don’t want to let him ascend, but could it be that someone in this rear palace can still give birth to a Sixth Prince?”

After speaking, she laughed coldly: “Moreover, what does it matter if Shen Qianshu ascends? His victory doesn’t represent Jiang Man’s victory.”

If there was truly no other way, she didn’t want to watch her enemy’s son ascend the throne as emperor either.

As the two were conversing in low voices, a palace maid came from outside to report that a young eunuch was requesting an audience.

“What sort of thing can gain an audience with Her Ladyship these days? Why haven’t you sent him away?”

“That eunuch presented this item and said it must be shown to Your Ladyship.”

Cai Jia received the item and presented it before Song Yuning.

Song Yuning opened it. Seeing the lustrous, pink pearl inside, she quickly said: “Invite the person in.”

Shen Qianyu hunched his body as he followed a palace lady into the sleeping chamber of Changxin Palace. Song Yuning’s gaze looked him up and down, then she said to Cai Jia: “All of you withdraw.”

“Your Ladyship…”

“Withdraw.”

After dismissing everyone in the hall, Song Yuning frowned and said: “You are not a palace eunuch. Who are you?”

Shen Qianyu raised his eyebrow slightly, thinking to himself that women who navigated the rear palace were indeed all extraordinary.

He stood up, his tall frame appearing before Song Yuning. Just as he raised his head, he saw the pearl in her hand.

Chapter 128: Spineless
That lustrous pink pearl was held in Song Yuning’s hand. Shen Qianyu frowned slightly and turned his gaze away.

“I am indeed not a palace eunuch.”

Shen Qianyu pulled over a nearby yellow rosewood scrollwork rose chair and sat down rather ostentatiously.

The chair was small and delicate, making his wild and unrestrained air all the more prominent.

Song Yuning’s brows and eyes turned stern: “Who are you, and how do you have a relic belonging to Wan’er’s mother?”

Hearing Song Wan’s name, Shen Qianyu inexplicably felt somewhat constrained. He coughed lightly, sat up properly, thought for a moment, then stood up.

“Imperial Concubine Yun need not be alarmed. This humble one is Shen Qianyu.”

“You’re the Crown Prince?”

Song Yuning was quite surprised. She hadn’t heard the Crown Prince’s name mentioned in the rear palace for many years. After a moment of shock, this astonishment was quickly replaced by calculations brewing in her chest.

“How did you come into contact with Wan’er?”

“Even if you haven’t received Song Lan’an’s support, you should have sought out Song Fu. How did you come to have a relic belonging to Wan’er’s mother?”

Shen Qianyu said: “People from Dong Chang have had contact with Miss Song.”

“Wan Xiao is your man?”

Shen Qianyu nodded: “A bond of life and death.”

Song Yuning said: “Have the people from Dong Chang stay away from Wan’er. I don’t want to involve Wan’er in these matters.”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow but didn’t speak. Song Yuning was about to say something more when he suddenly said: “I came to seek Imperial Concubine Yun today because this humble one wishes to make an alliance with Your Ladyship. In the future, I can ensure the Third Prince remains untroubled…”

“Agreed.”

“Your Ladyship doesn’t doubt my identity?”

Song Yuning smiled faintly but didn’t answer.

She had no need to doubt nor did she need to doubt. Even if he were a fake Crown Prince, she would still push him to ascend!

Song Yuning’s straightforward manner actually made Shen Qianyu somewhat uncomfortable.

Seeing his expression freeze, Song Yuning snorted coldly: “We’re all people at our wit’s end. Why bother with all those twists and turns? Supporting you to ascend is naturally far better than letting Shen Qianshu ascend. After all, this palace has never moved against you.”

“Since Your Ladyship is so straightforward, I’ll be straightforward as well. If Your Ladyship assists me with all your strength in the rear palace, in the future I can ensure Song Fu, Song Wan, and the Third Prince remain untroubled for life.”

“Agreed.”

Song Lan’an hadn’t come forward to take the Crown Prince’s side, so it was understandable that he didn’t mention the Song clan. Song Yuning wasn’t greedy—being able to protect the three children was enough for her.

Both had frank temperaments and got along well, so in just a few sentences they clearly settled the matter of their alliance.

Shen Qianyu prepared to take his leave, but heard Song Yuning say: “If you act this way, you’ll certainly be criticized by court officials in the future. Your bearing…”

“Truly lacks the dignity of a prince.”

Song Yuning looked Shen Qianyu up and down and continued: “Do you need me to find someone to teach you proper princely conduct?”

“This humble one has an excellent teacher. Your Ladyship need not trouble yourself.”

After thinking, Shen Qianyu added: “I wonder if Your Ladyship could return Miss Song’s pink pearl?”

“Pink pearl?”

This abrupt statement left Song Yuning momentarily confused. After a pause, she frowned: “Wan’er’s pearl? When she next enters the palace, this palace will personally hand it to her.”

“It would be better for my subordinate to return it. After all, having borrowed Miss Song’s item, it should be returned as it was.”

Song Yuning was left bewildered by his words. After slight hesitation, she placed the pink pearl back in its box and handed it to Shen Qianyu.

Although this pearl was worth some silver, she wasn’t afraid of what Shen Qianyu might do if he kept it for himself.

Taking back the pearl, Shen Qianyu walked out of Changxin Palace.

As soon as he emerged, he took out the pink pearl from the box and carefully wiped it clean with his sleeve. Someone like him who honored his teacher and valued the Way—how could he not understand propriety? Since this was an item he had borrowed, naturally he should personally return it.

Putting the pearl back, Shen Qianyu carefully returned to the Eastern Palace.

He hadn’t returned to the Eastern Palace in a long time. Ji Rong had blocked many crises for him, truly achieving a narrow escape from death.

“Are you alright?”

“This servant is fine.”

Ji Rong’s face was deathly pale—one look and you could tell he’d suffered severe injuries. He clutched his chest and said hoarsely: “The Empress has already grown suspicious. These past few days her moves have been frequent, no longer the minor skirmishes of the past. She must have realized that the First Prince’s injury was Your Highness’s doing.”

“No matter. That you could conceal things until now is already quite remarkable.”

Shen Qianyu had Ji Rong take out a jar of foul-smelling black substance hidden in the Eastern Palace and throw it away, while he sat before the bronze mirror and smiled.

Having grown accustomed to this face, he had actually somewhat forgotten what he originally looked like.

“Master, everything is ready on Wan Xiao’s end. Should we summon him back to the Eastern Palace?”

“Naturally.”

Shen Qianyu stood up and casually pulled at the worn bedding on the Eastern Palace’s golden bed.

“Clean things up. It’s time for the Eastern Palace to open its doors to guests.”

Ji Rong knelt respectfully and acknowledged the order.

In three years’ time, all of Dong Chang’s secret agents had been grasped in Wan Xiao’s hands. It wasn’t that Shen Qianyu had no people in the palace—these people were simply scattered throughout, lying low and biding their time.

Until the time was right, the Eastern Palace gates naturally couldn’t be opened.

As night deepened, the usually silent Eastern Palace was quite lively today, with palace maids and eunuchs efficiently cleaning dust from every corner.

Shen Qianyu sat boldly in the Crown Prince’s golden chair, his fingertips playing with a white jade token. Seeing the Eastern Palace lights brighten, he said to Ji Rong beside him: “Have someone send the First Prince on his way.”

Held hostage for twelve years, enduring humiliation to survive for five years, three years of planning—all for nothing more than this day.

In less than half an hour, someone came to report that the First Prince had died—the Dong Chang secret agents had succeeded.

Shen Qianyu clicked his tongue, feeling immensely heartbroken as he handed the jade token in his hand to Ji Rong.

A Heaven-ranked secret agent of Dong Chang could only be deployed once in a lifetime. Having achieved success, this hidden piece wasn’t wasted in vain.

“Master, should this servant prepare your court robes for tomorrow’s audience?”

Shen Qianyu smiled faintly: “What audience? Today was merely to inform the world that the Song family and this palace stand together, nothing more.”

Tomorrow he would push all responsibility for those who appeared at the Eastern Palace onto Song Yuning. Their alliance would certainly invite suspicion, but with the First Prince dead, the Empress was no longer to be feared.

As for the Empress’s maternal clan…

Shen Qianyu laughed contemptuously.

Where did these aristocratic families get their familial affection? The First Prince probably hadn’t even been buried yet, and they’d be eager to select someone new to board the ship.

And if Song Lan’an wanted to play fence-sitter, that depended on whether he agreed.

Everyone thought that when auspicious omens appeared throughout the realm and the Fifth Prince’s reputation soared, he would hide in the shadows waiting to strike?

He would do the opposite.

He would precisely at this time openly and ostentatiously bind Song Lan’an to himself, announce to the world his alliance with Song Yuning, forcing Song Lan’an to board the Eastern Palace ship whether he wanted to or not.

Ji Rong didn’t understand: “Your Highness doesn’t plan to appear before people tomorrow?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “If His Majesty issues no edict, you’ll help this palace continue playing paralyzed.”

“These next few days, people will only speculate whether the Eastern Palace allied with Song Yuning, or whether the Song clan is using the Eastern Palace as a smokescreen to counter the Fifth Prince. If no court officials memorialize the throne, His Majesty absolutely won’t summon this palace.”

Reaching out to touch the pearl box at his chest, Shen Qianyu said: “While those fools are all waiting for others to make the first move these next few days, this palace still needs to find someone to teach me the Way of being a ruler.”

“That way, in the future I can better fool that group of muddle-headed, spineless court officials.”

Chapter 129: Ticklish Sweetness
Shen Qianyu left the palace under cover of night and quickly arrived at the residence in the capital’s outskirts. As soon as he entered the residence, he saw Wan Xiao sitting in the courtyard drinking wine. Shen Qianyu frowned slightly: “Why are you here? Does Dong Chang have nothing to do?”

Wan Xiao said: “This subordinate came to report to Your Highness.”

“Report what?”

“The Chengyang Marquis Manor sent an old woman here. These past few days she’s been acting suspiciously, not knowing what she’s doing.”

“Has she entered the residence?”

Wan Xiao said: “She has not.”

Shen Qianyu nodded, turned and walked toward his room. Seeing the direction he was going—not toward the back door that was closer to Song Wan’s residence—Wan Xiao couldn’t help but speak: “Your Highness isn’t going to the Song family’s legitimate daughter’s residence?”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu’s steps paused: “You…”

“This subordinate doesn’t understand.”

Wan Xiao held up his wine flask with an air of slight intoxication. Shen Qianyu laughed scornfully: “Barging into a young lady’s boudoir in the dead of night—what kind of person do you take me for? And what kind of person do you take that young lady for?”

“To disregard a woman’s reputation like this, such despicable behavior—how could it be the conduct of a gentleman?”

Wan Xiao opened his mouth, but before he could make a sound, Shen Qianyu continued: “That eunuch identity is merely a public persona. In the end, I’m still a man. How could I, knowing she doesn’t know the truth, bully a delicate young woman?”

“Moreover, don’t you know there are people from the Chengyang Marquis Manor outside? Knowing it would bring disaster to others yet insisting on going—am I such a despicable and shameless person?”

These few sentences Shen Qianyu spoke with forceful conviction. Wan Xiao’s thin lips opened and closed, finally pressing tightly shut.

This righteous and stern appearance nearly made Wan Xiao think that it was he himself who had entered Song Wan’s residence under cover of darkness a few days ago.

“Has the kitchen heated water?”

Wan Xiao nodded. Shen Qianyu said: “I’m going to bathe. I’ll visit the Song family’s legitimate daughter tomorrow.”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu left, leaving behind Wan Xiao clutching his wine flask with a bewildered expression.

He didn’t know what had gotten into his master recently. His words were strange, not to mention running here in the middle of the night to bathe—truly puzzling.

Putting Shen Qianyu out of mind, Wan Xiao picked up his wine flask and drank by himself.

This residence wasn’t large. The bathhouse contained only a wooden tub, a washing stand, and a small table for holding clothes.

Shen Qianyu took out the pearl from his chest and placed it on the small table, casually tossed his clothes on the ground, and stepped into the bathing tub.

The man closed his eyes to rest. When he opened them, he happened to see the large branded character “slave” on his shoulder.

This thing had been branded on him by that crazed demoness from Nanqing. Over all these years, it had long since merged with the scars covering his body.

In the past, he had never given it any thought. He didn’t know why, but seeing it today, he found it extremely glaring.

He picked up the washcloth in the water and scrubbed it hard twice, then irritably threw it down, rose, and got dressed.

After dressing properly, he picked up the pearl box from the small table and tucked it into his chest.

He slept dreamlessly through the night. The next day, Shen Qianyu changed into coarse cloth clothing and pushed a wooden cart loaded with vegetables to Song Wan’s residence. When Old Woman Lang opened the door and saw his attire, her heart suddenly jumped—she instantly knew there were people keeping watch nearby.

After welcoming him inside, Shen Qianyu straightened up.

Song Wan was in the courtyard with Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Jinshu, and Luanjian, melting insect wax and mixing it with safflower juice to make lip rouge. Several plates of already-made and solidified rouge were set beside them. Song Wan was carefully applying one to her lips.

The bronze mirror in her hand happened to reflect Shen Qianyu as he entered. Song Wan turned around in surprise to look.

“Eunuch Ji Rong has arrived?”

She hurriedly took the handkerchief in her hand and wiped the rouge from her lips clean. Song Wan’s face turned slightly red, feeling that her disheveled appearance was quite impolite.

Her ears tinged with a faint red, she invited Shen Qianyu to sit in the main hall.

“Miss’s item—returned today.”

Placing the pearl before Song Wan, Shen Qianyu spoke flatly.

“Thank you for the trouble, Eunuch.”

Carefully putting away her mother’s relic, Song Wan was as considerate as ever and didn’t ask why the item hadn’t been left with Imperial Concubine Yun.

Shen Qianyu informed Song Wan about yesterday’s events—people entering the Eastern Palace and the First Prince’s death. Hearing this, Song Wan blinked, momentarily speechless.

She was already outstanding in appearance. Now without powder or makeup, with only the faint remaining color of lip rouge on her lips, her appearance was soft and lovely, causing Shen Qianyu’s expression to tighten as he rigidly averted his gaze.

He had told Wan Xiao that Wan Xiao didn’t understand.

If Wan Xiao were present, he would probably agree with what he’d said earlier.

Shen Qianyu’s face was completely solemn, making Song Wan furrow her brows almost imperceptibly.

While this Eunuch Ji Rong was informing her of matters that would force Father to take sides, his expression was cold and serious. Could he be dissatisfied with the Song Manor?

Unable to guess his meaning for the moment, Song Wan couldn’t help but worry.

After thinking for a moment, she said gently: “Having spent this time with Eunuch, we’ve developed some rapport. There are some words Wan’er will ask Eunuch directly.”

“I wonder if the Crown Prince is dissatisfied with the Song family?”

Shen Qianyu was silently savoring that phrase “some rapport” when he heard this and shook his head slightly: “The Crown Prince has no such intention. Why would Miss have such thoughts?”

Song Wan only saw Shen Qianyu’s expression grow increasingly somber. Somewhat nervous, she gripped the handkerchief in her hand.

The Crown Prince’s actions had already pulled the entire Song Manor onto his ship. If the Crown Prince was dissatisfied with Father, he might settle accounts later.

Thinking about how although it was Song Fu who first became acquainted with Ji Rong, in the end it was she who drew the Song family before the Crown Prince, Song Wan felt uneasy.

“Eunu—”

“Miss So—”

Both spoke simultaneously. Shen Qianyu said: “Miss Song, please speak.”

Song Wan shook her head, momentarily unsure what to say.

Saying too much would only leave the Crown Prince with an impression of the Song family as greedy and insatiable, which would be counterproductive.

Shen Qianyu seemed to understand what Song Wan was thinking. After brief consideration, he said: “It’s merely sizing up the situation. The Crown Prince won’t hold a grudge against Lord Song for this. Miss Song can rest assured.”

He wasn’t the sort of narrow-minded person who would take such small matters to heart.

“I came today because the Crown Prince has a question he doesn’t understand and wanted to ask Miss.”

“Please speak, Eunuch.”

Shen Qianyu said: “Although the Crown Prince can now gain a foothold in the rear palace, the court officials and people of the realm likely won’t acknowledge my… master’s identity. I don’t know how to resolve this predicament.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, pondering these words.

Although the Crown Prince had the backing of Dong Chang and his aunt, at present he could only temporarily preserve his position as Crown Prince. Getting court officials and common people to acknowledge his identity would truly be difficult.

First, he had no mother to rely on. Second, he had no court officials who sincerely supported him. Behind him, one could say there was no one at all. Wanting to move in the court could be described as extremely difficult at every step.

After thinking, Song Wan said softly: “The Crown Prince has nothing to his name and can only attain his position through virtue.”

“Now that Aunt supports the Crown Prince, after the Crown Prince appears before people, her supporters will certainly consider the Crown Prince’s potential. If the Crown Prince is a wise ruler worth following, there will certainly be people who pledge allegiance.”

“The Fifth Prince is truly too young. Waiting for him to grow up is a huge unknown, not to mention no one knows what kind of person he’ll grow into.”

“Don’t look at how auspicious omens have appeared everywhere these past few days. How can those things fool the people at court? Calling them auspicious omens—it’s more like Jiang Man is using the pretense of heaven-sent phenomena to wash away the various stains and foolish appearances left by the marquis manor’s previous farce.”

“Although the Crown Prince has no maternal clan, as long as benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are rooted in his heart, and he can implement benevolent governance in the future to benefit all people under heaven, there will be those who voluntarily follow.”

“After all, with an excellent choice right before their eyes, why wait for an unknown to slowly grow up?”

“If the Crown Prince treats worthy men with courtesy and views his officials as brothers, over time the officials will certainly regard their ruler as their confidant.”

Song Wan’s tone was warm and soft. Perhaps because they were discussing such treasonous words made her somewhat constrained, so certain words weren’t articulated quite clearly. To Shen Qianyu’s ears, it was as if cotton balls were bouncing against his heart—both sweet and ticklish.

He raised his eyes and stealthily glanced at Song Wan, only feeling that the Song family must have harbored some not-quite-proper intentions.

Chapter 130: Ex-Husband
“Does Eunuch feel something is wrong?”

“No.”

Song Wan only felt he was truly strange today, not knowing if the Eastern Palace had developed some misunderstanding toward the Song family.

Just as she was secretly speculating about the Crown Prince’s thoughts, the courtyard gate was suddenly knocked upon.

Old Woman Lang moved forward to inquire which manor and which person it was. After a moment’s pause outside the gate, a male voice sounded: “My master, the Marquis of Chengyang, has come in person. Please open the gate, Madam.”

Old Woman Lang was startled and quickly had Luanjian at her side go notify Song Wan.

“Jiang Xingjian? What is he doing here?”

Song Wan furrowed her brows, a trace of irritation rising in her heart. However, she never showed her emotions on her face. Turning around, she still spoke to Shen Qianyu with a gentle attitude: “It’s inconvenient for Eunuch to appear here. Would Eunuch mind taking shelter in the kitchen for a moment?”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow. He actually had no problem appearing before Jiang Xingjian, but he didn’t want to make things difficult for Song Wan.

Striding into the small kitchen behind the main hall, Shen Qianyu pulled over a small wooden stool and sat directly down.

The courtyard gate opened. Jiang Xingjian sat in a bamboo chair being carried in by several old women.

His injuries still hadn’t healed. He’d lost most of his weight and appeared haggard, yet Song Wan noticed that when he entered, his gaze swept lightly over the vegetable-laden wooden cart at the entrance.

Song Wan lowered her eyes, concealing a trace of faint mockery.

After being carried to the front of the main hall, Jiang Xingjian looked at Song Wan, feeling quite uncomfortable.

It was evident she was living very well here—carefree and leisurely, not to mention she wasn’t as tense as she had been in the marquis manor.

Today she wore a pink-based apricot-yellow flowered front-fastening jacket, with a silver kingfisher-feather flower hairpin in her hair—small and delicate, appearing quite lively and pretty.

When she was at the marquis manor, he had never seen her dress this way.

Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly: “You’re quite beautiful dressed like this. I like it very much.”

Sitting in the kitchen, Shen Qianyu let out a cold laugh.

“What is your purpose in coming today?”

Jiang Xingjian said: “I came to take you back to the manor.”

He originally wasn’t in a hurry to bring Song Wan back to the marquis manor. From his understanding of Song Wan, even if Steward Qi’s wife saw a man entering and leaving this place, he didn’t believe she would do anything that violated wifely virtue.

So Jiang Xingjian had been waiting—waiting for Song Lan’an to send Song Wan back in grand style.

But yesterday’s changes at the Eastern Palace made him feel a sense of crisis.

“The Third Prince and Fifth Prince… now it can no longer be said who owes whom. I promise you that from now on, whether Imperial Concubine Jiang or the marquis manor, neither will move against the Third Prince or Imperial Concubine Yun.”

“Wan’er, come back with me. From now on, I will certainly treat you with the propriety due a legitimate wife. We’ll be a harmonious couple.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes: “Although I’m a weak woman, I still know what it means to keep one’s word and be consistent. Since you and I have severed all ties, there is absolutely no room for reconciliation.”

“Go back. There’s no need to say these things.”

“Severed ties…”

Jiang Xingjian said softly: “Without the agreement of both clan heads, and as long as I don’t pursue the matter of you killing and injuring me, how can it be called severed ties?”

“Wan’er, stop being angry with me. Return to the manor with me.”

“I won’t go back with you. Rather than spending this time pestering me, you’d be better off treating the other two concubines in the manor well.”

“Jiang Xingjian, wouldn’t it be better if we let each other go?”

“You and I are husband and wife. You are the wife of my Chengyang Marquis Manor, properly married with matchmaker’s approval, who bowed to ancestors and heaven and earth. What do you mean by ‘let go’? Wan’er, you are my wife, in life and death.”

“Even if you and I live a hundred years in the future, you must still enter my Chengyang Marquis Manor’s ancestral tomb and receive incense offerings from my Chengyang Marquis Manor. What talk of letting go?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his chest, easing the dull pain throughout his body from sitting too long, and continued: “Now the overall situation is settled. Returning to the manor with me now is better than being sent back by your father-in-law. If you end up being sent back by your maternal clan, how will you maintain the dignity of the marquis manor’s mistress in the future?”

Song Wan gripped her handkerchief, so angry she clenched her teeth.

“If you return to the manor this time, I absolutely won’t treat you as I did before.”

Jiang Xingjian’s face was sincere. He forcefully pressed on the small sedan chair beneath him and struggled to stand up. Song Wan dodged backward. Jiang Xingjian said: “Wan’er, if you reach out your hand again of your own accord, I absolutely won’t let go.”

Hearing this, Song Wan was both furious and embarrassed. She glared at Jiang Xingjian angrily, pressing her lips together without speaking.

Just as Jiang Xingjian was about to step forward to embrace Song Wan, a loud crashing sound came from the kitchen.

Shen Qianyu had smashed the porcelain bowls on the cabinet and was holding a spatula in his hand, comparing each one individually.

He truly couldn’t bear to listen anymore. His irritation and anger accumulated more and more. If not for a remaining trace of rationality, he only wanted to rush out and break each of Jiang Xingjian’s other unbroken bones one by one, making him unable to get out of bed for the rest of his life.

This commotion startled everyone in the courtyard. Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes and said: “Steward Qi’s wife said you were secretly meeting a man here. I don’t…”

As soon as the words “secret meeting” emerged, Song Wan’s eyes widened. She glared at Jiang Xingjian furiously, her eyes full of anger at being slandered.

“Jinshu, see the guest out!”

Jinshu, who had been standing to the side, instantly raised her head. Seeing Jiang Xingjian standing with difficulty before her young miss, she stepped forward and said “Excuse me,” then wrapped one arm around Jiang Xingjian’s waist, tucking him under her arm. Walking to the bamboo sedan chair, she extended her other hand to drag the small bamboo sedan chair out.

“My lord, my lord…”

Several rough servant women were shocked by Jinshu’s actions and didn’t know what to do. They knew Jiang Xingjian had injuries and didn’t dare act rashly.

And Jiang Xingjian, despite possessing martial skills, was in such pain at this moment that he couldn’t move at all. He could only be carried out of the residence by Jinshu.

Outside the courtyard gate, Jinshu gently set Jiang Xingjian down. Looking at the sedan chair that was still half inside the gate, she raised her foot and kicked it outside. With a thud, she closed the large gate.

“My lord, are you alright?”

Tao Hong only saw that Jiang Xingjian’s face was deathly pale and quite frightening. He quickly stepped forward to carry him on his back into the carriage.

Jiang Xingjian lay in the carriage for a long while before he could endure the severe pain throughout his body.

He covered his eyes with his hand, somewhat irritably saying: “There’s an outsider in the residence. The breathing is heavy—definitely not a woman.”

“Given Wan’er’s temperament, she absolutely couldn’t possibly shelter a man in the residence. The person in the kitchen should be a eunuch.”

“Song Yuning’s alliance with the Eastern Palace isn’t a smokescreen used by the Song family.”

“Who could have thought that the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace was hiding this deeply…”

Jiang Xingjian frowned, forcefully enduring the pain and said: “Notify Her Ladyship to have her guard against the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince. Additionally, we must protect Qianshu at all costs, especially be careful of palace maids and eunuchs in the palace.”

The First Prince had suddenly died suddenly. The imperial physicians said he died from untreated severe injuries.

But Jiang Xingjian didn’t believe it could be such a coincidence. Just as the Eastern Palace had activity, the First Prince who had old grievances with him suddenly died?

That this person had gone undetected for so many years could only mean that the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince had secret methods in his hands far more formidable than they imagined.

Jiang Xingjian felt irritated and inexplicably uneasy.

Just after he left, Shen Qianyu walked out with a gloomy expression. Seeing Song Wan’s dazed appearance, his heart grew even more resentful.

“That truly wronged Eunuch.”

“Miss Song speaks too much.”

Shen Qianyu frowned. At this moment, he suddenly disliked Song Wan’s appearance somewhat.

The worry in her eyes hadn’t dispersed, yet her face still wore a gentle smile, as if she had never taken Jiang Xingjian’s insults to heart.

She was accustomed to glossing over discord, neither competing nor resenting, neither angry nor wrathful, and even always maintaining that gentle and soft appearance—lowering her hands and voice, moving lightly and stepping slowly.

“You…”

Shen Qianyu frowned deeply. When he saw Song Wan looking at him with a faint smile, he swallowed his words back.

Speaking too deeply would be too impolite.

After a moment of silence, Shen Qianyu said: “Regarding the Chengyang Marquis Manor, is there anywhere the Crown Prince can help?”

Chapter 131: Paired Eating
Song Wan smiled gently. “It’s no trouble, I can handle it.”

Seeing Ji Rong’s concern, Song Wan felt warmth in her heart and reminded him, “Jiang Xingjian must have guessed just now that I have some connection with the Eastern Palace. I hope Eunuch can remind the Crown Prince not to let him ruin His Highness’s plans.”

“He won’t be able to ruin anything. In any case, the Crown Prince will be attending court in the next few days, and the world will know that the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace is alive and well.”

Song Wan slightly pursed her lips, not expecting the Crown Prince to act so quickly.

Previously, she had thought the Crown Prince would remain dormant for a while longer, but now she didn’t know what had happened to make him change his mind.

As she pondered this silently, Shen Qianyu furrowed his brow slightly. “If the Marquis Estate pressures you too much, Miss Song can seek help from His Highness the Crown Prince.”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “Such a small matter doesn’t warrant disturbing His Highness.”

“A woman follows her father, follows her brother, follows her husband. Regarding severing ties with Jiang Xingjian, aside from my father and elder brother, no one else can help. If I really spoke of it to others, it would only trouble them needlessly.”

“Eunuch need not worry yourself over this young lady—it’s no hindrance.”

Song Wan’s eyes carried a reassuring smile. As the young woman’s gaze flowed, her eyes and brows revealed a sweetness and charm rarely seen before.

Shen Qianyu’s eyes deepened, a slight discomfort stirring in his heart.

He suddenly realized that Song Wan was not as clever as he had imagined.

She had considered everyone—the Song family, Song Fu, Song Yuning, Ji Rong whom she had only briefly met in the palace, even the Crown Prince whom she had yet to see.

Yet she had never considered herself, nor had she lived a single day for herself.

She seemed like a person beyond worldly concerns, devoid of joy or sorrow. In her youth, she emanated an almost deathly tolerance, like someone approaching the end of their days.

Shen Qianyu didn’t know why, but in this moment he suddenly felt somewhat angry.

This anger came from nowhere—he couldn’t explain it, couldn’t articulate it.

Song Wan noticed his continuously somber expression and assumed he had encountered some thorny matter today. She didn’t inquire further, only went inside and brought out a stack of books.

“These books should benefit His Highness. I trouble Eunuch to deliver them on my behalf.”

Shen Qianyu’s gaze swept over them. He saw that the books Song Wan handed him were brand new and tidy, the binding cords from the bookshop still untied.

She was avoiding suspicion.

Even with just a few books, she would not give anyone grounds for gossip.

Shen Qianyu accepted them and looked up at the person before him, his heart catching. If she later discovered he was not a eunuch, he wondered what she would think.

This oppressive feeling persisted even after he returned to his own residence.

Wan Xiao only saw him return carrying a stack of books, his complexion ashen. That grief-stricken appearance made Wan Xiao grimace.

“Why are you still here?”

Wan Xiao had someone bring wine and invited Shen Qianyu to join him.

He said nothing, thinking he wouldn’t receive that inexplicable scolding today.

Placing the books in his hands on the stone stool beside him, Shen Qianyu dined with Wan Xiao. When the wine reached its peak, he frowned and recounted Jiang Xingjian’s visit to Song Wan’s residence today.

Wan Xiao picked up a piece of braised meat and said casually, “The Marquis of Chengyang isn’t wrong either. Although the Song family’s legitimate daughter clamored about severing ties, without the consent of both clan patriarchs opening the ancestral shrine, if they refuse to acknowledge it in the future, there seems to be nothing anyone can do.”

He had never seen a woman who truly dared to forcibly sever ties and separate using charges of assault and injury.

This Song Wan could be called the first person in the capital.

“Although there are laws regarding this matter, there are no precedents. It’s hard to say how it will end.”

“Even if Song Lan’an suddenly came over now to send his daughter back to the Marquis Estate, no one could stop him.”

Never mind that his master was the Crown Prince—even the Emperor had no grounds to prevent a husband and wife from reuniting.

Wan Xiao had just lifted his chopsticks and was about to put the braised meat into his mouth when he heard Shen Qianyu say in a heavy voice, “What do you know? All day you only know how to eat and drink. Since you don’t understand, why speak nonsense?”

Thinking that Song Wan might be sent back to the Marquis of Chengyang Estate, Shen Qianyu felt inexplicably irritated.

He was someone who respected teachers and valued doctrine. How could he personally watch Song Wan, who had shown him the kindness of a teacher, return to that pit of fire?

Shen Qianyu gripped the wine pot with an agitated appearance.

Wan Xiao sighed helplessly. “Then why don’t you tell me how to resolve this matter?”

Shen Qianyu considered briefly, then said, “What if these two people remarry or wed another?”

“If they both have other marriage arrangements during this period, wouldn’t that tacitly invalidate this relationship?”

Wan Xiao frowned. “There’s no precedent, but it should be so.”

“Only the Marquis of Chengyang Estate’s reputation is already ruined—they shouldn’t do such a thing. Moreover, Master will be preparing to enter court in the next few days. This subordinate speculates that Jiang Fei and Jiang Xingjian will only observe and assess Your true strength in secret, and won’t take any outrageous actions during this period.”

“Moreover, the Marquis of Chengyang Estate cannot find a more suitable candidate than the Song family.”

“If Master truly forms a rival court with the Third Prince, creating a mutually constraining situation, the Marquis of Chengyang Estate will grasp the Song Estate even more tightly. Shen Qianbai is no longer a threat—it’s not impossible for the Song and Jiang families to change from enemies to allies.”

It should be said that Jiang Man would use every method to win over the Song Estate.

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu lightly pinched his fingertips. “Then what if Song Wan remarries?”

Speaking of remarriage, Shen Qianyu’s heart suddenly trembled.

Wan Xiao said carelessly, “Remarry to whom? The Song Estate’s daughter injuring her husband and severing ties is already a shocking scandal. This legitimate daughter remarrying would be even more intolerable.”

“Moreover, given Song Wan’s status, who would, who could, who would dare marry her as a wife?”

“The families in the capital that could match the Song family would not marry a remarried woman, and those who could marry a remarried woman the Song Estate certainly wouldn’t approve of. And who would be willing to offend Jiang Man and the Marquis of Chengyang Estate for a remarried woman?”

Shen Qianyu’s gaze was deep as he said quietly, “What if I married her? If I married her, I could stand together with the Song Estate, and Song Wan is clever and adaptable—her husband would surely gain all her assistance.”

“Then there would be no need to be so furtive, leaving the palace daily to consult with her.”

The more Shen Qianyu thought about it, the more he felt it killed several birds with one stone—nothing could be more perfect.

He had met with Song Wan several times; marrying her as his wife wouldn’t be abrupt. That person valued propriety so much—given his previous behavior, he could only marry her properly to be considered responsible.

Wan Xiao held his wine cup, saying woodenly, “How could you possibly marry an abandoned wife from a noble family as your wife? Even if you wanted to take her as a Crown Prince’s secondary consort it would be impossible, let alone the position of Crown Princess.”

After drinking his wine, Wan Xiao blinked. “Master has worried yourself sick over that Song family legitimate daughter three or four times—could it be you have feelings for her?”

Shen Qianyu scoffed. “The larger situation is not yet settled. How could I waste energy on such petty romantic feelings? What kind of person do you take me for?”

Wan Xiao only looked at him quietly, not saying a word.

Shen Qianyu snorted coldly. “If I cannot marry Song Wan as my wife, I also cannot let her return to the Marquis of Chengyang Estate. Between us there is still some… teacher-student bond. How could I personally witness her return to that pit of fire and remain indifferent?”

“Even if Song Wan remarries, I must personally help her choose someone trustworthy to whom she can entrust her life. Only this would be the best of both worlds.”

Wan Xiao said, “Where would you know any trustworthy people? Apart from one Song Fu, there’s only this group of eunuchs from Dong Chang. Which one could be called the best of both worlds?”

Just as he finished speaking, Wan Xiao suddenly frowned and said, “Actually, if the Song family agrees, I could reluctantly enter into paired eating with that Song Wan. Although I’m a servant, this position of Dong Chang Supervisor is also enough to deter the world, and it would be just right to help you win over the Song Estate.”

Chapter 132: True Appearance
As soon as the words left his mouth, Wan Xiao saw Shen Qianyu slam the wine pot heavily on the table with a sharp crack.

“You want to be the Crown Prince’s grand-teacher?”

Wan Xiao’s expression froze, and he said respectfully, “This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

He looked up and glanced at Shen Qianyu, thinking to himself that his master’s thoughts were truly difficult to fathom.

It was he who said he wanted to find one of his own people for that Song family legitimate daughter, and now it was also he who was unwilling to let anyone become the Crown Prince’s grand-teacher. No wonder people say accompanying a lord is like accompanying a tiger—how true indeed.

Shen Qianyu’s eyelids drooped slightly. After thinking for a moment, he said, “It still won’t work. No one is worthy of being the Crown Prince’s grand-teacher.”

Wan Xiao’s eyes were vacant. “Your thoughts change remarkably quickly.”

“What do you know? In warfare, deception is key.”

Wan Xiao picked up the wine pot from the table, thinking to himself that these were completely unrelated matters.

Not wanting to dwell on this trivial issue any longer, he poured wine for Shen Qianyu and said, “Master chose these next few days to appear before people—could it be because of those auspicious signs Jiang Man created?”

“Precisely.”

Shen Qianyu smiled with a slight curl of his lips. “These auspicious signs don’t have names written on them. I can also say they descended for me. I am the Crown Prince after all, legitimate and proper. I’m worthy of several auspicious signs.”

Wan Xiao thought to himself that although it was somewhat shameless, it was indeed a good opportunity.

“Although those auspicious signs don’t have Shen Qianshu’s name written on them, they do implicitly contain the Fifth Prince’s name everywhere.”

“Just like those five luminous pearls…”

Shen Qianyu said, “Go to Duan Yiting’s treasury and find four more to add, making it the supreme number.”

“What about the ‘Shu’ character stele?”

“Have Dong Chang’s people continue erecting steles in the same area. Every three to five days, erect another stele for prefectural magistrates and county magistrates. After half a month, erect steles for village chiefs, clan leaders, and ward chiefs too.”

He scoffed. “Within a month, Shen Qianshu’s name will only become a laughingstock.”

Wan Xiao smiled. “Excellent strategy.”

“What about the seven-colored Buddha’s light?”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow. “Find some people to proclaim in the marketplace that the Buddha’s light revealed the Crown Prince’s figure or the Crown Prince’s face. Common people are accustomed to following what others say. Over time, as it spreads, it will become truth.”

Wan Xiao was speechless, yet had to admit it was indeed a good method.

He put down the wine pot in his hand. “This subordinate will see to it immediately.”

After lying dormant for many years, he too was eager to flex his muscles.

After he hurriedly left, Shen Qianyu looked at the books on the stone stool beside him. His eyes showed a smile as he carefully opened them.

Flipping through casually, he saw written in the book: “The virtue of the gentleman is like wind; the virtue of the petty man is like grass. When wind blows over grass, it must bend.”

“When superiors and subordinates are not harmonious, commands will not be carried out…”

“The gentleman cherishes virtue; the petty man cherishes land…”

A faint smile floated in Shen Qianyu’s eyes.

That woman was upright and open—naturally she felt that speech and conduct should all be like the gentleman in books, with a heart that swallows a hundred rivers, magnanimous and candid.

But how would she know that gentlemen are burdened by their reputation, while wealth and nobility don’t concern themselves with treacherous villains?

She was a gentleman among women, yet look how well she fared—daily dragged down by that empty reputation.

Although he thought this, Shen Qianyu’s eyes still carried a trace of unconscious tenderness.

Carefully arranging those books properly, he decided to study them thoroughly in the evening.

Though he disdained the name of gentleman, Shen Qianyu had to admit that if he appeared as a gentleman in others’ eyes, matters would proceed much more smoothly.

By the time he returned to the Eastern Palace, it was evening. Ji Rong reported that today various parties had come to secretly investigate. The head eunuch from the Empress’s palace had tried to force his way in but was stopped by Eastern Palace personnel who injured his leg.

Shen Qianyu waved his hand, interrupting Ji Rong’s words.

“You handle it as you see fit.”

Placing the books in his hands in the room, Shen Qianyu had someone bring hot water. Before long, a female palace official carried over a brass basin and placed the water basin and bright yellow cloth towel before him.

“Go find two people who understand palace etiquette.”

Ji Rong acknowledged and respectfully withdrew.

Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look at the soft towel before him, furrowed his brow slightly, then tossed it into the water.

The warm damp cloth applied to his face allowed Shen Qianyu to rarely experience a sense of relaxation. He reclined in the wooden chair, quietly waiting for time to pass. When he felt an itching sensation appear on his face, he carefully wiped away the thin coating on his face with the soft towel.

After removing the disguise technique specially prepared by Dong Chang for agents, Shen Qianyu frowned slightly as he looked at himself in the bronze mirror.

The face in the bronze mirror made him feel strange. Though it bore some resemblance to before, it was not entirely the same.

The man in the mirror had a half-damp collar, his complexion appearing somewhat pale from long absence of sunlight. Shen Qianyu’s eyebrows lifted slightly. In the mirror, the man’s elegant brows moved, black eyes with flowing light carrying a somewhat unrestrained and wild arrogance.

He greatly disliked this face.

“Your Highness, this servant will change your clothes.”

The palace maid brought a bright yellow undergarment for Shen Qianyu to change into, then took a purple outer robe embroidered with silver bamboo patterns and draped it over him.

Shen Qianyu sat before the bronze mirror, allowing the palace maid to place the crown on his head.

His ink-black hair fell down, making that handsome face—so beautiful it carried three parts bewitching charm—appear even more demonic and alluring.

Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes, concealing the disdain within them.

For a man to be born with such an appearance was truly disgusting.

He scoffed, frightening the palace maid behind him so much she nearly dropped the jade crown.

“It’s not your fault. Continue.”

No longer looking at the bronze mirror before him, Shen Qianyu closed his eyes to rest.

If not for this face, perhaps he wouldn’t have suffered so many unwarranted humiliations when he was in Nanqing.

Thinking of past events, Shen Qianyu grew increasingly irritated.

His brows furrowed slightly, his refined features carrying sharp intent radiating coldness. The palace maid behind him only felt that every part of the person in the mirror emanated an intense aura of pride that inspired awe.

She thought to herself, no wonder the master hadn’t shown his true face all these years. With features so sharp and handsome they were unforgettable, if he didn’t conceal himself, he would likely attract attention the moment he appeared in a crowd.

“Your Highness, the instructors have arrived.”

Shen Qianyu opened his eyes without looking at the bronze mirror again, stood up, and walked out.

In the coming days, he still needed to learn the dignified bearing of an imperial prince and palace protocols.

Thinking of suddenly appearing before all the court officials and their possible reactions, Shen Qianyu smiled with great interest.

Chapter 133: Open Stratagem
The Crown Prince uses a nine-tasseled crown, black exterior with crimson lining, strung with nine five-colored jade pearls.

The nine jade pearls were what Shen Qianyu had retrieved from Duke Duan Yiting’s estate, and this nine-tasseled crown and ceremonial robes used by the Crown Prince were also what he had Dong Chang personnel secretly have the palace clothing officials make.

Shen Qianyu looked at the black ceremonial robes the palace maid carried over and faintly curved his lips.

“This servant will change Your Highness’s clothes.”

The palace maid helped him change into the plain silk inner garment and knee coverings, fastened the great belt with its plain exterior and crimson lining, then properly adorned him with the jade pendant, great sash, and jade tablet before respectfully withdrawing.

Looking at himself in the bronze mirror wearing the Crown Prince’s ceremonial robes, Shen Qianyu curved his lips in a smile and walked out of the Eastern Palace.

Emperor Wenhui truly made no movement as he had predicted—whether from having no face to meet this Crown Prince who had been a hostage for twelve years, or simply disdaining to see him, was unknown.

In any case, this gave Shen Qianyu somewhat more time.

Only he had no intention of waiting any longer. Upon hearing that those four pearls had been rushed into the capital, he decided to enter court first.

When Shen Qianyu appeared, the officials of the Court of Imperial Receptions were reporting on those who had entered the capital to express gratitude. The moment he appeared, both civil and military officials along with Emperor Wenhui sitting on the imperial throne all revealed expressions of disbelief.

Though they didn’t recognize the Crown Prince, they recognized the set of Crown Prince ceremonial robes on Shen Qianyu.

These past few days, the name of the Eastern Palace had frequently appeared in everyone’s ears. Only all had watched from the sidelines, waiting for those who made the first move to test the waters, when the Crown Prince himself suddenly appeared.

Before the Gate of Heavenly Purity, there was complete silence. Not a single person spoke first—no one knew what the current situation was.

Those whose information wasn’t particularly well-informed were still puzzling over how this paralyzed Crown Prince had suddenly leapt out—truly incomprehensible.

Shen Qianyu, however, walked with a solemn expression before Emperor Wenhui and kowtowed to the ground.

“This son pays respects to Imperial Father. May Imperial Father have ten thousand blessings and golden peace.”

Emperor Wenhui’s eyes narrowed slightly. Only after a moment did he faintly say to rise.

Shen Qianyu stood and, looking at Emperor Wenhui on the imperial throne, suddenly said loudly, “That this son could return with his whole body intact is largely thanks to Imperial Father’s secret protection over many years. Now fortunately not failing this mission, I bring back secrets from Nanqing.”

He extended both hands, presenting the memorial in his hands.

This beginning without context left all the court officials unable to grasp the situation. Only most who could stand here were not fools—even if they lacked governing ability, they had cultivated the skill of protecting themselves well.

No one would be that headless bird. Emperor Wenhui could only have the eunuch beside him receive the memorial from Shen Qianyu’s hands.

He received it and opened it, seeing it only contained Nanqing maps and official information, then closed it again with a somber expression.

“You’ve worked hard.”

“How can this son speak of hardship? Rather, causing Imperial Father to worry for many years—this is truly this son’s lack of filial piety.”

Shen Qianyu’s appearance was outstanding. Now in a full set of Crown Prince ceremonial robes, he appeared even more as if possessing towering ambitions reaching the clouds, imposing and inviolable.

Emperor Wenhui opened his pair of slightly clouded eyes, coldly watching him.

Shen Qianyu met his gaze, curved his lips in a faint smile, then said in a deep voice, “Five years ago when Nanqing’s Yuan Heng’s son fell from his horse and died, three years ago when Nanqing’s ruler suddenly died—if not for Imperial Father sending people to assist, this son would have no today.”

“Originally this son thought Imperial Father had forgotten about this son…”

As Shen Qianyu spoke, he choked up twice.

The civil and military officials standing on both sides of the imperial path were all muttering in their hearts.

So the paralyzed Crown Prince in the Eastern Palace for eight years was fake, and the real Crown Prince had been lying dormant in Nanqing plotting all along? Not only that, he had even worked together with the Emperor to secretly eliminate Yuan Heng’s legitimate son—called the War God of Nanqing—and Nanqing’s ruler?

All the court officials were greatly shocked, astonished that Emperor Wenhui, weak and incompetent and fearful of Nanqing, would secretly do such things.

Even Song Lan’an, who had heard of the Crown Prince’s name, now couldn’t determine whether what Shen Qianyu said was true or false.

He furrowed his brow slightly, remaining silent.

Emperor Wenhui narrowed his eyes looking at Shen Qianyu, knowing all his words were complete nonsense.

But…

Sending the Crown Prince as a hostage to an enemy nation versus having one’s own son hide in an enemy nation to assassinate that nation’s ruler—the difference between these could not be greater.

How could he not know how important court officials and all under heaven viewed him?

Though he had no achievements in his life, he could at least be considered diligent and frugal, worthy of being called an enlightened ruler. But would the historical records think so?

The trap Shen Qianyu set was an open stratagem, conducted in broad daylight. Whether or not to fall into it depended entirely on his choice.

In an instant, Emperor Wenhui made his decision.

He stood up and spoke heavily, “My son has worked hard… Someone, bestow a seat upon the Crown Prince.”

The moment the words “Crown Prince” left his mouth, Shen Qianyu slightly curved the corners of his lips.

He raised his head, looking at the brilliant blue sky above, his heart filled with satisfaction.

From this day forward, he would no longer need to hide under false names and identities, concealed in darkness. He could finally live openly and honorably in the mortal world, no longer needing to hide and barely survive.

Shen Qianyu’s gaze swept over the maternal grandfather of the Great Prince, his features relaxed.

Heaven’s timing, earth’s advantages, and human harmony—truly none could be lacking.

If before the Lantern Festival he had wanted to obtain the Emperor’s single word “Crown Prince,” who knows how difficult it would have been.

Shen Qianyu sat beside the imperial throne, looking down at the officials presenting memorials today, his eyes playful.

No wonder people all said power was good—the view from up here was indeed pleasing to the eye, making one’s heart expansive and spirit joyful.

Jiang Xingjian stood at the edge of the imperial path, only feeling the Crown Prince’s gaze sweep toward him multiple times. His brow was tightly locked, his heart in complete turmoil.

Until court was dismissed, this vexing feeling had not dispersed.

Especially when he saw the Crown Prince walk straight toward Song Lan’an and bow respectfully before him, it reached its peak.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince absolutely must not.”

Song Lan’an hurriedly helped the Crown Prince up. Shen Qianyu, however, smiled and said, “This courtesy is what Minister Song deserves.”

“During this period, many thanks to Minister Song.”

“Where does Your Highness speak of? These are all what this old official should do.”

Court officials who had not yet dispersed looked at the two men one by one. Those with good relations to Song Lan’an were all secretly grinding their teeth, thinking he had hidden this secret quite tightly.

“How can there be any ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’?”

Song Lan’an smiled amiably on his face, but in his heart cursed Shen Qianyu bloody.

With this display, he was directly telling the world that he had always had connections with the Eastern Palace. That pile of Nanqing affairs would likely be attributed to him in the future.

He’d seen those who visited thatched cottages three times courteously recruiting strategists, but never one who just slapped a sack on someone without even asking.

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Lan’an with a faint smile, and Song Lan’an could only smile dryly back.

Jiang Xingjian gritted his teeth hard, only feeling his entire body aching again.

Yesterday he received an oral decree from Jiang Man telling him he must attend court today. He had thought there would be some major move in court, but who knew he would witness such a grand performance.

Looking at it now, yesterday’s oral decree was clearly falsely transmitted by the Crown Prince.

Seeing Shen Qianyu and Song Lan’an with such a harmonious lord-and-minister appearance, Jiang Xingjian tightly grasped his robe hem.

If the Song family truly connected with the Crown Prince, he and Song Wan would have no more possibility!

Thinking of this, Jiang Xingjian only felt a pain in his chest, could no longer muster any strength, and fell backward.

“Marquis of Chengyang? Marquis of Chengyang!”

Two elderly officials beside him hurriedly stepped forward to support him. All three were not particularly nimble in their movements, and for a moment instead embraced into a pile and all fell together.

Shen Qianyu hurriedly stepped forward to help the two old officials up, then bowed to each of them.

“Minister Zhang, Minister Xu.”

“The Crown Prince knows of this old official?”

Shen Qianyu nodded. “Fourteen years ago, Minister Zhang controlled floods in Su River County and saved an entire city of common people. Back then the people were so grateful they even erected a temple for you.”

“Minister Xu’s compilation of the ‘Complete Treatise on Agricultural Administration’ has benefited all under heaven—truly a blessing for the common people.”

“The Crown Prince actually knows of this old official’s ‘Complete Treatise on Agricultural Administration’…”

Minister Xu’s eyes reddened. Shen Qianyu hurried forward to comfort him. “With an old official like you presiding, it is truly the nation’s fortune.”

Shen Qianyu conversed most pleasantly with the two ministers. Jiang Xingjian, however, was left aside by others. When he finally endured the pain to stand up, only then did Shen Qianyu walk over.

“Marquis of Chengyang…”

Shen Qianyu smiled. “I’ve heard the Marquis of Chengyang is extremely skilled at raising chickens, ducks, and geese. Some time ago, the Imperial Stud developed a plague. That those chickens, ducks, and geese were not completely wiped out was entirely thanks to the Marquis of Chengyang’s attentive care. This Palace thanks you on their behalf.”

Chapter 134: Rouge
“The Crown Prince praises too highly.”

Jiang Xingjian accepted Shen Qianyu’s compliment with a blackened face, then thanked Ministers Zhang and Xu before turning to join the dispersing court procession and following everyone out.

Shen Qianyu escorted the two ministers all the way outside the imperial path before returning to the Eastern Palace.

Along the way just now, he had fully displayed the bearing of an elegant gentleman, dazzling quite a few important court officials who didn’t know the full story.

Today’s debut could be considered a resounding success. Shen Qianyu was in quite a good mood—even the Eastern Palace maids could see some joy on his face.

“Send this invitation to the Song Estate. Tomorrow this Palace wishes to see Minister Song and Song Fu.”

Ji Rong carefully received it and had someone deliver it.

Today’s battle could not be called anything but beautiful. Shen Qianyu felt satisfied in his heart but regretted having no one to share it with. When he saw that stack of books in the room, he suddenly felt an urgent desire to see Song Wan as soon as possible.

Only this inexplicable impulse was quickly suppressed.

Though he had now restored his Crown Prince identity, the Eastern Palace still had no assisting ministers.

The Crown Prince’s Three Teachers needed to be decided by the Emperor. Shen Qianyu had never hoped that Emperor Wenhui would take him to heart, so he directly skipped this and pondered other position candidates.

He remained busy until sunset painted the sky, finally selecting several rough candidates.

Ji Rong saw he was busy and had intended to withdraw, but heard Shen Qianyu say, “What matter is there?”

“Today many came to the Eastern Palace to investigate. This servant followed Master’s wishes and dealt with them all one by one. Only just now, Consort Yun and Consort Jiang both sent people with gifts. Does Your Highness wish to see them?”

Shen Qianyu said, “What things?”

“Mostly food and such.”

“The two of them are contesting—no need to pay attention.”

Ji Rong acknowledged and was about to withdraw when Shen Qianyu frowned and said, “That I could restore my Crown Prince identity so quickly, the Song family’s legitimate daughter contributed greatly. What do you say I should do to thank her?”

Ji Rong said, “If it were an ordinary identity, Your Highness could bring her into the Eastern Palace, but the Song family’s legitimate daughter…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “She disdains such things. Think of something else.”

“Since we cannot give her status, perhaps we could benefit her father and brother. This way it would also count as…”

Shen Qianyu shook his head. “Her father and brother are her father and brother. I won’t shortchange them either.”

Ji Rong looked at Shen Qianyu, momentarily unable to think of any good solution.

“Do you really not know what women like?”

“This… this servant has observed that those palace maids usually like hair ornaments and jewelry, golden hairpins and silver bracelets and such. Otherwise they like rouge and powder.”

“How can those common and vulgar things be compared with her?”

Ji Rong was scolded into silence. Shen Qianyu furrowed his brow impatiently and waved his hand.

Ji Rong withdrew. Shen Qianyu propped his chin and examined the Eastern Palace maids.

He only saw that although this group of palace maids wore identical clothing and accessories, their facial makeup each had its own characteristics. Though all wore light makeup and powder, upon close inspection they were indeed not entirely the same.

Thinking of that day when he went to Song Wan’s residence and happened to see her making lip rouge with her household maid, his heart suddenly stirred.

It seemed Ji Rong hadn’t been wrong—women indeed liked these things.

Shen Qianyu summoned Ji Rong and asked if he knew how to make rouge.

Ji Rong wiped the sweat from his forehead and stammered, “This servant truly doesn’t know. However, this servant has observed that nearby palace maids all have eunuchs bring lip rouge from the Beauty Workshop outside the palace. Presumably what they sell there should be quite good.”

“How could that work? Is she someone who hasn’t seen quality goods?”

After having Ji Rong help find a book on making rouge and carefully instructing him to rest well and tend his injuries these next few days, Shen Qianyu himself dove into his sleeping quarters to secretly research.

“Tender Wu Fragrance, Small Spring Red, Dewdrop, Ten Thousand Gold Red…”

Shen Qianyu frowned—he was truly dizzied by these varieties.

How would he know what kind Song Wan liked?

Flipping through page by page, when he saw the lip rouge recipe named Pomegranate Beauty, he secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

He didn’t know why, but seeing this name made him think of Song Wan’s fragrant pink lips that day.

With great difficulty obtaining safflower from the palace maids, Shen Qianyu tinkered alone in the Eastern Palace late into the night.

The book said the flower-killing method required pounding to soften them, so he placed fresh flowers in a stone mortar and repeatedly pounded them into thick pulp, then used a cloth bag to squeeze out the pure juice, placed it in a jar, and added vinegar and pomegranate to blend it.

He didn’t know to what degree the rouge color should be made to be suitable. After making it several times and feeling the color was too thin, he kept adding flower juice until seeing the color in the bowl was deep red, then he secretly felt at ease.

That person had always been plain—unlike other women who were bright and colorful. Whenever he thought of this, Shen Qianyu felt it unfair to her.

These past days, he attended court in the morning, socialized with various ministers outside the palace in the afternoon, and devoted his evenings to making rouge for Song Wan. After seven or eight days like this, he barely selected one he was somewhat satisfied with.

Carefully storing away that fist-sized jar of rouge, Shen Qianyu summoned someone to prepare a bath.

“No need to attend me. You may all withdraw.”

The palace maid withdrew the hand she had already extended before him, which had been about to help him change clothes, and respectfully retreated.

Having tinkered with rouge for several days, Shen Qianyu only felt his body carried a cloying scent of powder. He removed his garments and quickly washed away the floral fragrance covering his body, then worked on his face for a while before taking the rouge and leaving the palace, heading to Song Wan’s residence.

Seeing Song Wan again, he felt somewhat dazed.

“Eunuch Ji Rong?”

“Miss Song.”

Song Wan smiled slightly, as if not noticing his distracted appearance.

Shen Qianyu came to his senses and said, “The Crown Prince has recently paid visits to many officials. Compared to the Fifth Prince who hasn’t appeared for many days, his reputation is growing higher and higher.”

“The Crown Prince is approachable, sincere, and candid. That he wins favor from various officials is only natural.”

Shen Qianyu said, “Without Miss’s assistance, for the Crown Prince to have today’s achievements, who knows how many difficulties it would have required.”

“Eunuch speaks too highly. This young lady dare not accept such praise.”

Song Wan’s face reddened at his words. How had she helped at all? She had merely quoted a few passages from books.

In the past, the Crown Prince had no one to teach him. If in the future he found a renowned teacher, with the Crown Prince’s natural talent, he would only grow faster.

Thinking of the Crown Prince’s recent actions, Song Wan also had to praise them as brilliant.

An achievement like assassinating an enemy nation’s ruler would be recorded even in future history books. The auspicious signs that Jiang Man had originally prepared for the Fifth Prince had all become phenomena that the common people said appeared to welcome the Crown Prince’s return.

Now not only the court but even the common people greatly admired the Crown Prince.

“The Crown Prince is not only magnanimous but also resourceful. Even without this young lady, restoring his identity wouldn’t have taken much time.”

Song Wan smiled with pursed lips, happy that the realm would have such a ruler in the future.

Her smile made Shen Qianyu freeze for an instant. When his gaze swept over those lips carrying a faint pink color, his heart trembled uncontrollably again.

He reached his hand into his robe and hesitantly pulled out a large porcelain bottle.

Song Wan looked at him somewhat surprised. As soon as she had seen him, she had noticed the thing in his robe, only she hadn’t expected this thing was for her.

“A gift of thanks from His Highness the Crown Prince to Miss.”

“What is this?”

Shen Qianyu’s cheeks grew hot. “Lip rouge… for women to use.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan’s brows furrowed slightly.

Chapter 135: Farewell
Seeing her frown, Shen Qianyu realized this item was quite improper.

Only now that he had already taken it out, these words couldn’t be swallowed back. After thinking, Shen Qianyu said, “The Crown Prince knows that I am acquainted with Miss, and asked me to help select things Miss would like.”

“Last time I saw Miss making lip rouge together with the household maid…”

Thinking of her improper appearance, Song Wan’s cheeks flushed red.

Shen Qianyu looked at her and smiled foolishly. “So I personally made this thing. I don’t know if Miss likes it.”

“Of course I like it. Many thanks, Eunuch.”

So it was made by Ji Rong’s own hands—such thoughtfulness was truly rare.

He was a palace eunuch. From ordinary interactions, one could see that this person, like the Crown Prince, didn’t understand much about elaborate etiquette. But Ji Rong was straightforward by nature—seeing her make lip rouge, he felt she lacked this thing. It could be considered full of good intentions.

Though somewhat strange, but… presumably he had made such things for other palace consorts before.

Song Wan smiled gently and received it from Shen Qianyu’s hands.

Seeing he had covered it over, he grinned.

The two conversed for a while. Song Wan also carefully helped him consider various important court officials—their temperaments and preferences unknown to ordinary people, family anecdotes, and such.

Regarding matters of the inner quarters, she spoke in especially great detail—whose wife had what temperament, which family had what hidden power behind them—she explained everything thoroughly.

Shen Qianyu knew this was teaching him to find alternative approaches, instructing him from where to better approach those seemingly difficult bones to crack.

Shen Qianyu listened quietly, occasionally exchanging smiles with Song Wan.

The two chatted for a long while, finally sketching out a general outline of these noble family stories in the capital. When the moon rose to the treetops, the two gradually fell silent.

“In the future, I’m afraid I can no longer come to Miss’s residence.”

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan, murmuring aloud, his tone carrying unconscious reluctance.

Song Wan’s eyes curved. “After entering the palace in the future, perhaps we can still meet.”

Shen Qianyu’s face was gloomy. Seeing this, Song Wan also felt a faint unwillingness to part. She thought for a moment and said, “Eunuch, please wait a moment. I also have something to give you.”

Entering the room, she brought out a small case. After handing it to Shen Qianyu, Song Wan said, “Originally I wanted to give it to Eunuch in winter, but now… Eunuch should keep it first.”

“Inside is hand cream. I added some medicinal ingredients—it’s good for frostbite and chilblains.”

“These chilblains seem like a small problem, but I’ve heard that when they flare up, they’re painful and itchy, and even in summer they’re quite uncomfortable. I saw this recipe in ancient texts. I don’t know if it’s effective.”

When they first met, Song Wan had a deep impression of the injury marks on Ji Rong’s hands and feet.

She had seen rough-working eunuchs and palace maids in the palace before, but this was the first time she had seen someone injured as severely as Ji Rong, even leaving such deep marks.

Previously, when returning from the palace to the Marquis Estate, she had sought out the women in charge of laundry in the estate to ask. Those people also had chilblains on their hands, but none as severe as his.

Later she had added fifty extra cash monthly for each of those women to buy hand cream. She didn’t know if it had been cut now.

Thinking of this, Song Wan added, “This injury should mainly be nurtured. If in winter you truly cannot avoid cold water, afterward apply more of this cream.”

After finishing, she worried Ji Rong’s monthly allowance wouldn’t be enough, so she added, “If you run out, Eunuch can send someone here to get more.”

Shen Qianyu clutched the case tightly, only feeling his heart burning hot.

He lowered his head to look at his own hands, then looked at the pale white palms that seemed to carry faint lustrous light in the moonlight. He subconsciously pulled his sleeves down, covering the chilblain scars on the backs of his hands.

Seeing his movement, Song Wan suddenly remembered Lin Jiayue’s words—we’re all human, what distinctions of high and low, noble and base are there?

An instant of discomfort arose in her heart. She furrowed her brow slightly, her eyes showing confusion.

Under the clear cold moonlight, Song Wan stood quietly on the steps in thought. Shen Qianyu only felt this scene was like a painting, freely describing nothing but gentle warmth.

Suddenly the words Jiang Yan had said floated in his mind—no one knows her goodness.

Until today, until this very moment, Shen Qianyu barely understood his meaning.

Song Wan was very good. Jiang Xingjian was not her good match.

“Miss Song…”

Song Wan raised her head, her eyes bright and gentle.

Her gentleness made people lower their guard, involuntarily wanting to pour out their hearts.

Shen Qianyu furrowed his brow, his eyes full of sincerity. “Jiang Xingjian isn’t worth it. The Marquis of Chengyang Estate also isn’t worth it.”

Song Wan was somewhat surprised, her eyes widening slightly.

Shen Qianyu said, “Miss is kindhearted, clever, and gentle. Even… even after leaving the Marquis of Chengyang Estate, you will surely have a good future.”

He wanted to say someone recognized her goodness, someone had protected her at the tip of their heart for many years, treasuring and valuing her, carefully not daring to easily touch her even slightly.

He wanted to say someone had once devoted their true feelings to her, so devout they felt even thinking of her was a form of blasphemy.

He wanted to say anyone would be far, far better than Jiang Xingjian. But when the words reached his lips, he could only force them down.

The secret Jiang Yan protected with his life—he couldn’t speak of it nor dared to.

After thinking for a long while, Shen Qianyu finally slowly spoke. “Miss, rest assured. When I return to the palace this time, I will certainly have His Highness the Crown Prince resolve your future worries.”

Song Wan was just shaking her head when he interrupted her.

“Miss should occasionally think for herself. If you don’t feel sorry for yourself, it will only make those who care for Miss more distressed.”

Song Wan’s thin lips parted slightly, her eyes carrying wonder.

After quietly thinking, she smiled and nodded, her heart slightly warmed.

Shen Qianyu held the medicine case and walked toward the door. When he had walked halfway, he couldn’t help but turn back.

Song Wan still stood in place with a faint smile. Seeing him turn back, the smile at the corners of her lips deepened.

Shen Qianyu said, “I wish Miss smooth sailing in the future and that you meet a good match.”

Song Wan also smiled. “I wish Eunuch a life of smooth fortune and good health, with a brilliant future ahead.”

“I accept your kind words.”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu strode away.

After seeing him off, Song Wan held that fist-sized porcelain jar and gently opened it.

A rich floral fragrance wafted from within, so fragrant it cleared her head for an instant.

She extended her hand and lightly touched the lip rouge, seeing her pearly white fingertip stained with a blood-red rouge color.

She was slightly stunned, then laughed.

After Heng Wu saw off the guest and returned after bolting the door, seeing the mark on her finger that was so red it was almost black, she frowned. “Where did Eunuch Ji Rong buy this from? Such a large jar and so deep red—applied to the lips, it looks as if one just ate someone’s child.”

Song Wan smiled at these words. “It’s someone’s kind intention—worth treasuring well.”

After speaking, she placed the rouge properly and securely in her cosmetics case.

On the other side, Shen Qianyu left Song Wan’s residence. Alone, holding the medicine case and looking at the main gate, he was slightly dazed.

After today, there would no longer be a “Ji Rong” in this world. Even if Song Wan entered the palace in the future, she wouldn’t see him.

Come to think of it, today was actually the last time the two could interact freely and comfortably without needing to avoid anything.

He didn’t know why, but Shen Qianyu felt inexplicably agitated, his heart unable to calm.

After standing before the gate for a long while, he finally calmed his emotions and disappeared into the night holding the medicine case.

Chapter 136: Benevolent Father
With Song Wan’s guidance, combined with intelligence gathered from various sources by the Dong Chang, Shen Qianyu could be said to have been like a dragon in water or a tiger with wings these past few days at court.

The methods of women in the inner quarters differed from those of the Dong Chang. They favored a more tactful, gentle, and gradual approach.

Though he had Wan Xiao by his side and could wield the Dong Chang as a weapon, having Dong Chang agents intimidate, bribe, or raid homes was one thing, but using them to win over court officials would only backfire.

Now he could lower himself and was skilled at acting. Today at morning court he might support an elderly official of low rank, while tomorrow after court he’d casually send someone’s household a pastry they’d mentioned in passing.

Moreover, the officials Shen Qianyu actively befriended were never the renowned and powerful ministers, but mostly fourth or fifth rank officials, or even those of lower position.

Even when encountering eunuchs responsible for tea and refreshments in the waiting rooms during court sessions, he maintained a warm and tolerant demeanor.

Wan Xiao had once personally witnessed him give his hand warmer to a low-ranking young eunuch. When that young eunuch looked upon Shen Qianyu in his crown prince ceremonial robes, his expression was as devout as if seeing a deity descending to earth.

In the Eastern Palace, Wan Xiao gazed at Shen Qianyu who increasingly possessed the imposing bearing of an emperor, and praised sincerely, “Your Highness’s skill at putting on an act grows ever more refined.”

Shen Qianyu let out a scornful laugh. “What would you understand?”

Song Wan had taught him that a gentleman maintains harmony without following the crowd—truly marvelous indeed.

Wan Xiao pressed his lips together, thinking to himself that he understood his master less and less these days.

Unwilling to receive another baffling reprimand, Wan Xiao asked, “Why doesn’t Master directly win over those high ministers?”

“What would I win them over for?”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes revealed smugness. “They’re accustomed to being flattered daily. The more I regard them highly now, the more they’ll think I need their support, and thus I lose the initiative and fall into an inferior position.”

“Moreover, what they can accomplish is limited—don’t most matters still get handed down to their subordinates to handle?”

“Now that I’ve bypassed these creatures and made those who truly handle affairs work directly for me, isn’t that better?”

“Furthermore…”

Shen Qianyu snorted coldly. “The more I ignore them, the more anxious they’ll become. When the Crown Prince’s virtuous reputation is known throughout the realm, they’ll have to come fawning over me instead.”

This shared a striking similarity with what Song Wan had said about how to play the game and which game to play.

Toying with the jade safety pendant in his hand, Shen Qianyu’s expression appeared pleasant though his heart felt inexplicably restless.

“Speaking of which, you’re idle today? What brings you to the Eastern Palace?”

Wan Xiao’s eyelid twitched, knowing another rebuke was coming.

“This subordinate came to inform Your Highness that Consort Yun has made her move.”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “This is precisely what I’ve been waiting for.”

His fingertips curved slightly as he flicked the safety pendant into its case, stood up, and strode out with great strides.

The Eastern Palace Crown Prince arriving personally without sending a visiting card first left Song Lan’an somewhat puzzled. It wasn’t that he couldn’t see through the tricks Shen Qianyu was playing at court, but he had to admit the Crown Prince wielded the strategy of playing hard to get with divine skill.

That day when he publicly performed the ceremonial bow to him, afterward he had repeatedly refused the invitations Song Lan’an sent through Song Fu. Now, just as he was preparing to apply pressure on the Crown Prince, this person came swaggering straight to his door.

Song Lan’an sat in his study, thought for a moment, then laughed with a snort. “He’s quite a character.”

After speaking, he had the household servants summon Song Fu back, while he himself went out to receive the guest.

“This subject greets Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

“Minister Song need not be so formal.”

Shen Qianyu, wearing plain-colored scholar’s robes, was all smiles as he helped Song Lan’an to his feet.

In his left hand he carried four types of pastries from an old established shop in the capital and a specialty smoked goose from Cuiwei Tower. In his right hand he carried two jars of wine.

Song Lan’an took one look and couldn’t help curving his lips in a smile.

This Crown Prince was indeed rather interesting. Even he, seeing this scene, found it hard to suppress his favorable impression.

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Lan’an, a trace of amusement floating in his eyes.

Combining truth and falsehood—that was the proper way.

To act solely as a true gentleman would inevitably lead to defeat by the cunning schemes of petty men. Only by maintaining a gentleman’s heart while being able to return a petty person’s methods in kind could one achieve twice the results with half the effort.

“The Eastern Palace has been busy these past days, preventing me from calling on Minister Song. This was truly remiss of me. Today I’ve come especially to apologize to Minister Song.”

“Your Highness speaks too seriously. This old subject cannot accept such words.”

“You can accept them. Without Minister Song, I would not be where I am today.”

Extending his hand, Shen Qianyu said, “I’ve brought wine and meat. Would Minister Song honor me with your company?”

Song Lan’an laughed heartily and welcomed Shen Qianyu into the Song residence’s guest reception room.

As they walked toward the reception room, Song Lan’an secretly shook his head with a smile.

Who would have thought—even he could be swayed by such flattery.

“With this cup of wine, I thank Minister Song for his grace in recognizing talent.”

“This old subject cannot accept such thanks.”

The Crown Prince’s gaze was too sincere, actually making Song Lan’an feel uncharacteristically guilty. Just as he was preparing to deflect the Crown Prince’s wine cup, Shen Qianyu said, “Minister Song need not worry. I’ve never taken to heart that you once considered supporting the Fifth Prince.”

He spoke earnestly, yet Song Lan’an could only smile awkwardly.

If he truly didn’t take it to heart, why bring it up today?

Accustomed to verbal sparring with court officials where every sentence carried hidden barbs, suddenly hearing the Crown Prince’s straightforward words actually made him quite uncomfortable.

“Minister Song needn’t overthink—I truly haven’t taken it to heart.”

Song Lan’an raised his eyes to look at Shen Qianyu, then after a moment pushed the goose leg before him.

Shen Qianyu obligingly picked it up and placed it in his mouth.

“Has Your Highness the Crown Prince come today on some matter requiring this subject?”

“Indeed there is a matter.”

Song Lan’an’s expression grew slightly more serious, thinking to himself that after much small talk, they’d finally reached the actual business.

“Please instruct this subject, Your Highness.”

“Instruct is too strong a word—rather, I have a request.”

“Oh?”

Song Lan’an straightened. “How could this old subject bear to receive the word ‘request’? Your Highness honors me too much.”

Though he said this, after finishing speaking he picked up the wine cup on the table and took a light sip.

Shen Qianyu sighed slightly. “I’ve come regarding your eldest legitimate daughter, Song Wan.”

With a clang, the wine cup in Song Lan’an’s hand fell onto the table.

Shen Qianyu saw his brow instantly furrow and his expression quickly darken, likely imagining who knows what.

“What connection does this humble daughter have with Your Highness the Crown Prince?”

Shen Qianyu replied, “Some time ago, the palace attendant by my side, Ji Rong, happened to encounter the young lady of the Song family. It was also she who connected me with Song Fu for our acquaintance.”

“Speaking of which, the Song family young lady and Young Master Song are both my talent scouts. Without those two, today I couldn’t be here drinking freely with Minister Song.”

“I’ve come today because the Marquis of Chengyang’s household is utterly unbearable. I don’t wish for Miss Song to return to that hellish pit.”

“Thank you for Your Highness’s concern for this humble daughter. This subject has the same intention.”

Song Lan’an’s expression relaxed as he smiled faintly.

So he was afraid of him hedging his bets again and found such an excuse. He had thought Song Wan had somehow become entangled with the Crown Prince while in her chambers.

If that were the case, she truly could not be allowed to remain.

“Your Highness may rest assured. This old subject has long since sent the written document severing the adoptive relationship between this humble daughter and the Marquis of Chengyang to the local registration office. This humble daughter’s census registration and household records were transferred back to my Song residence half a month ago.”

Shen Qianyu laughed heartily and nodded. “Minister Song is truly a benevolent father, worthy of admiration.”

Chapter 137: Past Connection
After Shen Qianyu finished speaking about this matter, he said no more, only urging Song Lan’an to drink.

But the more he did this, the deeper Song Lan’an’s thoughts ran.

After the two exchanged pleasantries for a while, Shen Qianyu ate and drank his fill, then swaggered out of the Song residence.

Song Fu returned just as they missed each other. Song Lan’an, carrying a trace of wine’s influence, asked, “Do you know what relationship Wan’er has with the Crown Prince?”

Song Fu replied, “There’s a palace attendant named Ji Rong by the Crown Prince’s side. During this period, he’s been the one contacting your son through Wan’er. That eunuch must have mentioned Wan’er before the Crown Prince.”

“Why does Father suddenly ask about this?”

Song Lan’an shook his head. Recalling how Shen Qianyu had repeatedly brought up the matter of not having taken the initiative to choose sides earlier, he increasingly felt the Crown Prince was using Song Wan’s name to warn him.

“Today, have someone transfer Wan’er’s household registration back to the residence. Change the documentation date to half a month ago. Once it’s handled, bring Wan’er back to the residence.”

Song Fu was overjoyed, knowing it must be that the Crown Prince had come to warn his father. To demonstrate loyalty, Father was forcibly claiming he had made the decision to break with the Marquis of Chengyang’s household half a month ago.

“Your son will handle it immediately.”

“Here is my written authorization. Handle it properly.”

“Your son understands.”

Song Lan’an waved his hand. After today, he had thoroughly aligned himself with the Crown Prince.

Thinking of this, Song Lan’an smiled faintly, satisfied in his heart.

Truth and deception intertwined—it appeared he’d been passive all along, but who would know this was the outcome he’d calculated long ago?

In excellent spirits, he even hummed a tune, which was quite rare for him.

The Song residence’s fortunes rose with the Crown Prince like a rising tide, yet Jiang Man nearly died of rage in Yanqing Palace.

Years of scheming had crumbled in an instant. Who could have known that the Eastern Palace Crown Prince, who should have died long ago, was now bouncing around lively and performing on stage?

“The Empress has spent so many years unable to kill that thing—what exactly has she been doing? Not only that, the First Prince died without a sound and she just let it go?”

“Your Ladyship, please be cautious with your words. Your Ladyship, please calm your anger.”

The head eunuch by Jiang Man’s side said, “It’s not that Her Majesty the Empress isn’t pursuing it, but rather that the people she sent out were all intercepted by the Dong Chang.”

“Dong Chang? When did the Crown Prince become connected with the Dong Chang?”

That eunuch leaned close to Jiang Man’s ear. “This servant has some acquaintances from the same hometown in the Dong Chang. I heard the Crown Prince’s relationship with Wan Xiao is unusual—years ago they made their living together under Chief Eunuch Duan’s hand. The two share a life-and-death friendship.”

“These past years the Crown Prince hasn’t died precisely because Wan Xiao first seized control of the Dong Chang and protected him all along.”

“There wasn’t a whisper of this matter before?”

Jiang Man grew even more furious after speaking.

She also knew the Crown Prince had some ability—otherwise he couldn’t have hidden for so long.

Such a person would never easily reveal the foundation of his position.

But she just couldn’t help being angry. Years of preparation had turned into nothing—who could accept that?

Moreover, all of this was built on the pain of fawning over and flattering that weak, incompetent, decrepit fool day after day.

With a crash she overturned the small table, her eyes red with rage.

Shen Qianshu was lying on the bed, fiddling with a square-shaped object. Just as he was playing enthusiastically, Jiang Man snatched it away and casually threw it out.

“Still playing! Do you know what it means to lose one’s ambition to playthings? Indulging in these things all day—how will you contend with the Crown Prince in the future?”

“Your son knows his error.”

Shen Qianshu’s eyes reddened, but he dared not cry. If he cried, Mother Consort would only grow angrier.

“How do you serve your master, constantly giving him these things? Moreover, didn’t I say not to give the Fifth Prince those items Consort Lin sent anymore?”

After speaking, she violently swept all the various small toys on the bed to the floor.

Shen Qianshu’s legs were still firmly bound to a board. He couldn’t move at all and dared not cry aloud, only sitting silently on the bed shedding tears.

The small figure appeared exceptionally frail due to his broken legs. He had suffered no small amount of torment during this period.

Having vented her anger, seeing his pitiful appearance made Jiang Man feel guilty in her heart, but constrained by maternal dignity, she couldn’t bring herself to go comfort him.

Jiang Man took a deep breath and waved her hand for the palace maids to clean everything up.

“Your Ladyship, the Marquis of Chengyang’s household has sent things for the Fifth Prince.”

A palace maid entered from outside. Jiang Man was about to rebuke them not to accept any more playthings Consort Lin sent, but from the corner of her eye she saw little Shen Qianshu’s eyes brighten upon hearing this, and her heart softened.

“Take them for the Fifth Prince to pick through. Don’t let him become addicted to such things.”

Shen Qianshu happily squirmed twice. Jiang Man’s heart tightened, and unable to bear watching any longer, she left directly.

“Your Highness, today you can still only choose two small ones.”

The eunuch placed the box Lin Jiayue had sent beside the bed. Shen Qianshu excitedly played with each item one by one.

After playing for quite a while, he looked up at the eunuch and said, “Fu Xiang, where will you take these things in a bit?”

Fu Xiang glanced around, then leaned close to Shen Qianshu’s ear and said quietly, “Master, rest assured. This humble one has secretly put them all under the big red wardrobe in your sleeping chamber for you. In the future when Master has recovered, you can go there to find these playthings.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianshu became happy. He casually picked up two small, delicate items from among them and winked at Fu Xiang.

These were all ingenious toys that concubine from the Marquis of Chengyang’s household had sent him. He’d never seen anything like them before.

The small ones to pass his time included building blocks and puzzle cubes; the large ones included ice skates, a hang glider, and stilts among other things.

That Consort Lin said he could play with them once his injuries healed, but he was somewhat impatient.

Especially that hang glider—two large wings that were both beautiful and fun. The instructions Consort Lin had hidden in the puzzle box said that once worn, he could soar through the air.

Taking advantage of the palace maids not paying attention to him, Shen Qianshu secretly took out the two puzzle boxes sent today and indeed found another nearly transparent piece of paper inside.

“Unicycle?”

The Fifth Prince hid under the covers, glanced at the few brief words on it explaining how to ride, then smiled and stuffed the rice paper into his mouth.

This was his secret with Consort Lin. Last time when Consort Lin entered the palace, she’d said that in the future she would send him many toys to help relieve his boredom.

Thinking of Consort Lin’s gentle appearance, Shen Qianshu smiled with pursed lips.

Jiang Man didn’t know about the communication between Lin Jiayue and the Fifth Prince. All her energy now was focused on how to pull the Crown Prince down from his horse. Hearing that the Crown Prince had gone to the Song residence today, she gave a cold laugh.

“Go tell the Marquis that before the end of today, no matter what, he must bring Song Wan back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s household. Whether he has to bind her or tie her up, Song Wan absolutely cannot leave the Marquis’s residence by even half a step.”

The palace maid by her side said, “Now it may be very difficult to ally with the Song family again. Your Ladyship, please reconsider.”

“Ha! I need not ally with the Song family.”

Jiang Man lowered her eyes, concealing the hatred within them. “Even if I abandon the Song family first, I won’t let Song Lan’an comfortably pledge allegiance to the Crown Prince.”

“As long as Song Wan and Yi’er’s marriage engagement continues, the Crown Prince will sooner or later become estranged from the Song residence.”

“The human heart most fears suspicion. Once suspicion begins, it falls apart.”

The palace maid nodded and respectfully went to relay Her Ladyship’s oral decree to Jiang Xingjian.

Receiving Jiang Man’s oral decree, Jiang Xingjian let out a long breath.

For some unknown reason, in this instant he actually felt several parts relief—relief that the current situation had reached this point, allowing him to renew his past connection with Song Wan.

Chapter 138: Backbone
Right after morning court, Jiang Xingjian went to Song Wan’s residence.

The courtyard Song Fu had chosen was excellent—it had a uniquely tranquil feeling of being hidden within the clamor, just like the impression Song Wan gave him: serene and elegant, yet impossible to ignore.

Jiang Xingjian stood at the entrance, his thoughts complex.

He never denied being attracted to her, whether in his youth or now. When he first returned to the capital and saw Song Wan married into the Marquis of Chengyang’s household, he was undoubtedly joyful, yet at the same time rather pained.

He was pained by his uncontrollable attraction to that person. Even if Song Wan did nothing but stand there quietly, he couldn’t suppress the elation in his heart.

Jiang Xingjian lowered his eyes, a trace of struggle showing.

During that border expedition, he and his father had been surrounded.

Though those people wore Nanqing clothing and spoke with Nanqing accents, both he and his father knew that those troops who pursued them relentlessly came from the capital.

At that time, Jiang Man had just become pregnant. Before departing, his father had said this journey might be dangerous and told him to stay properly at the residence. It was he, young and hot-blooded, who had developed aspirations to achieve merit and fame in his youth, who secretly followed his father’s troops, leading to his father’s death while trying to save him.

Thinking of this, Jiang Xingjian clenched his fists tightly.

The more he was attracted to that person, the more he hated himself.

Yet when Song Wan truly left the Marquis’s residence and was no longer by his side, he felt everything in the world had lost its vitality—neither laughter nor tears felt satisfying anymore.

Quietly gazing at the vermillion red door before him, Jiang Xingjian took a difficult step forward.

“Marquis of Chengyang?”

Jiang Xingjian turned around to see Wan Xiao with hands tucked in his sleeves, standing lazily to one side.

He frowned slightly and acknowledged him as Chief Wan.

“The Marquis of Chengyang is in fine spirits—are you here admiring the scenery?”

“My wife is recuperating here quietly. I’ve come today to fetch her.”

Wan Xiao said “I see,” then stood rooted to the spot without moving, half-closing his eyelids as if asleep.

Jiang Xingjian raised an eyebrow, unsure of this person’s intentions.

In earlier years when Chief Eunuch Duan concurrently held the position of Dong Chang Director, that group of eunuchs had been quite arrogant and domineering. It wasn’t until Duan Yiting’s health gradually failed and he no longer appeared in public that the Dong Chang was slowly transferred into Wan Xiao’s hands.

Only today had he learned that Wan Xiao and the Crown Prince shared a deep friendship.

But even if the Crown Prince didn’t wish to see the Jiang and Song residences reconcile, it wouldn’t warrant deploying Wan Xiao to prevent him from bringing Song Wan back to the residence.

Unable to fathom the thoughts of the person before him, Jiang Xingjian’s instinct told him this matter should be handled quickly rather than slowly.

“Chief Wan, please do as you wish.”

After speaking, Jiang Xingjian moved past Wan Xiao, walking toward his side.

Who would have thought that the moment he took a step, Wan Xiao would immediately follow and block his path again.

Jiang Xingjian laughed coldly. “What is the meaning of this, Chief?”

Wan Xiao still had his eyelids lowered, looking as if he hadn’t fully woken. “This humble one cannot bear to see couples reunite—it troubles my heart to watch.”

“…”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyelid twitched. For a moment he actually couldn’t find any words to respond.

No wonder people said eunuchs’ minds were devious and dark—seeing it now, it was truly the case.

Jiang Xingjian snorted coldly. “Then let Chief continue being troubled. This Marquis cannot keep you company.”

Just as he was preparing to force his way through, Jiang Xingjian saw Song Fu approaching from the distance, walking straight toward the two of them.

“Chief Wan, what brings you here?”

Song Fu cupped his hands in salute to Wan Xiao. Wan Xiao withdrew his hands from his sleeves, his face full of smiles. “Has Minister Song come to visit the young lady of the Song family?”

“Precisely.”

“Minister Song, please proceed.”

The two smiled and exchanged pleasantries. Seeing this, Jiang Xingjian also spoke up. “Brother-in-law.”

“Perfect that you’re here—I have business with you.”

Jiang Xingjian asked, “What matter does brother-in-law seek me for?”

Song Fu took several documents from his sleeve and handed them to Jiang Xingjian. “The Marquis of Chengyang’s household favored a concubine and destroyed the wife first, acting without righteousness. My Song residence cannot aspire to such a marriage alliance. From today forward, my Song family daughter has no relationship whatsoever with the Marquis of Chengyang’s household.”

These few thin documents felt like they weighed a thousand pounds in his palm.

What met his eyes were merely three to five sentences about being incompatible, turning against each other in disgust, and such, yet they made his heart ache so he dared not continue reading.

“What is the meaning of this, brother-in-law? Father-in-law must have some misunderstanding. Please allow me to explain to him.”

Before Song Fu could speak, Wan Xiao said with a smile, “Some time ago, I heard that in the Marquis of Chengyang’s household, a concubine overstepped the legitimate wife to manage the household affairs. Such an absurd matter couldn’t possibly happen when you think about it. The Marquis really should explain properly—how could you allow all under heaven to misunderstand you so?”

Song Fu snorted coldly. “Please review this carefully, Marquis of Chengyang, lest you later shamelessly renege on it.”

Jiang Xingjian clutched the document of severed ties that Song Lan’an had written personally, his voice dark and hoarse. “I do not agree.”

Wan Xiao continued, “I’ve heard the Marquis maintains his chastity like jade for the concubine in his household—such purity and virtue is truly rare in this world. This matter is also too absurd. Don’t forget to explain this matter properly as well.”

Jiang Xingjian’s expression turned livid. He looked coldly at Wan Xiao. “If Chief Wan has the leisure to manage the trivial matters of others’ households, you’d be better off washing away that rapacious and greedy stench from the Dong Chang people.”

Hearing this, Wan Xiao wasn’t angered. He even lifted his arm and sniffed under his nose. “This Chief doesn’t detect any foul odor. Rather, the Marquis of Chengyang carries a strong scent of cosmetics and perfume—quite pungent indeed.”

“You…”

“Jiang Xingjian, enough.”

Song Fu interrupted their exchange. “Wan’er kept widow for you for six years. If you have any conscience left, and if you still possess even three parts of a man’s backbone, you shouldn’t think of tormenting her further.”

“A woman’s life is not easy. Give her a way to survive.”

After speaking, Song Fu extended his hand toward Wan Xiao, inviting him into the residence for tea.

Wan Xiao smiled. “My throat is indeed dry from all that talking. It would be good to rest.”

The two departed, leaving Jiang Xingjian standing woodenly outside the courtyard.

The autumn wind whipped at the documents in his hand, making them rustle loudly. He lowered his head and saw just a few characters flash before his eyes.

“Our fated karma could not be fulfilled; witness this separation.”

“Signed and written, each returns to their own path…”

“Each returns to their own path…”

Jiang Xingjian murmured these words lowly. Then his heart suddenly ached, causing his eyes to sting and his mouth to taste bitter.

“My lord, Her Ladyship said that today you must bring Madam back to the residence no matter what, whether by binding or tying her.”

Looking at the tightly closed door before him, Tao Hong spoke urgently.

“Forget it.”

Jiang Xingjian smiled faintly, his voice hoarse. “Forget it.”

“A woman’s life is not easy. What does it matter to give her a way to survive?”

He was reluctant, couldn’t bear it, and was unwilling, yet he was afraid.

He feared sinking into that person’s soft and gentle words. He also feared that once again, unable to face the guilt of his father’s unavenged death, he would torment her and torment himself.

He feared Jiang Man would use Song Wan as a pawn in the struggle between the two households in the future, and he also feared he would be unable to bear hurting her.

The person he’d admired in his youth—he dared not hate her, nor dared he love her.

Perhaps now was already the best outcome for them both.

Jiang Xingjian touched the broken white jade plum blossom hairpin in his breast, then slowly walked away.

The youthful vow of mandarin ducks—what should have been a wonderful marriage was unable to travel hand in hand for a hundred years together because of power and profit.

He couldn’t regret it, couldn’t resent it, couldn’t feel the pain, couldn’t hate it, and naturally couldn’t love it either…

Song Fu was right—as long as he still possessed even a shred of a man’s backbone, he should let her go, and let himself go as well.

Jiang Xingjian looked back at that vermillion red door one last time, then departed with a bitter smile.

Chapter 139: Squeezing Out
Song Fu invited Wan Xiao into the residence. Song Wan was quite surprised to see her own brother bringing an outsider.

Only after learning of Wan Xiao’s identity did she relax her restraint and bow to him with a smile.

“I merely came to beg a cup of tea. Miss Song need not be so polite.”

After a few laughing remarks, Wan Xiao made an excuse about being busy and left Song Wan’s residence.

“Why would Chief Wan concern himself with such trifling matters?”

Hearing that Wan Xiao had helped squeeze out Jiang Xingjian, Song Wan asked in puzzlement.

Song Fu replied, “Perhaps he’s acquainted with that Eunuch Ji Rong. Otherwise, I also cannot think of any reason.”

“In any case, regardless of why, from today onward you are completely severed from the Marquis of Chengyang’s household. Your elder brother is happy for you.”

Song Wan curved her lips in a sweet smile.

She had finally completely severed her relationship with the Marquis of Chengyang’s household—truly gratifying.

Thinking of how Ji Rong had said he would certainly help her achieve her wish before he left, Song Wan’s heart warmed with deep gratitude.

“Chief Wan should have been entrusted by Ji Rong to step forward and help. Though he is a servant, he possesses more courage than ordinary men. His words carry weight, earning people’s admiration.”

She briefly told Song Fu about how Ji Rong had said he would help her handle the Marquis of Chengyang household’s matter. Before she finished speaking, she heard Song Fu say, “It should indeed be this person’s assistance.”

“Otherwise, the Crown Prince wouldn’t have personally come to the residence to force Father to facilitate this matter.”

After Song Fu finished speaking, he smiled again. “I also came today following Father’s orders to bring you back to the residence.”

Song Wan smiled faintly, though her eyes held little joy.

Seeing this, Song Fu spoke with heartache. “Elder brother knows you are very comfortable here, but for a woman to live alone outside for a long period is truly improper.”

“Elder brother is at home—you need not worry.”

“Wan’er understands. I’ll have Heng Zhi and Heng Wu gather our things.”

Song Fu nodded and sat quietly waiting in the courtyard.

Returning to her room, Song Wan’s face showed several traces of melancholy.

“Miss…”

Heng Zhi inquired gently. Song Wan smiled lightly. “Elder brother has come to bring us back to the residence. Pack up the things we commonly use. The rest are all available at the residence, so just leave them here.”

Old Lady Lang was the first to spring into action upon hearing this.

Jinshu and Luanjian, after all, didn’t understand Song Wan as well as Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. Hearing Old Lady Lang’s instructions, they also became more efficient in their movements.

Heng Zhi stood to the side and exchanged a glance with Heng Wu. Both felt somewhat heavy-hearted.

“Miss, allow this old woman to say something.”

Old Lady Lang said softly, “A woman obeys her father at home and her husband after marriage. Now that Miss has severed her relationship with the Marquis of Chengyang’s household, returning to the residence is proper. This old woman also knows what Miss worries about…”

“Nanny need not say more. Wan’er understands it all.”

Song Wan curved her lips in a sweet smile, stood up, and looked at Song Fu sitting quietly outside the window, murmuring, “With elder brother here, Wan’er will certainly have a good future.”

No matter when, her elder brother would always protect her.

“Go pack the things. Don’t make Father and Mother wait anxiously at the residence.”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu nodded and turned to pack Song Wan’s personal luggage.

The Song residence was exceptionally quiet today. All the servants dared not even breathe heavily, solely because everyone could see that Madam Song was in low spirits and didn’t appear very happy.

Now Madam Song, Song Yao, and Song Nian were properly dressed and waiting in the room. All three had bland expressions, unable to muster any interest in conversation.

The dowry servant woman by Madam Song’s side, seeing this, spoke in comfort. “It appears it will still be some time before the eldest miss can return to the residence. Madam and the two young misses might as well return to your rooms to rest. When she arrives, this old servant will notify the masters.”

Madam Song lowered her eyelids and gently rubbed her wrists without speaking.

Song Nian, however, said, “It’s better to wait. Propriety cannot be abandoned. If people were to know, they’d say we look down on eldest sister.”

Song Yao glanced at Song Nian, concealing the anger in her eyes.

A woman who dared to sever her marriage ties and义绝—now instead of being ashamed, upon returning home she required the entire household to give her face. Who knows where Father’s favoritism has gone?

Looking at Madam Song, she gripped her handkerchief slightly tighter.

Because of the previous incident, Mother had been copying scriptures in the Buddhist hall. If not for welcoming Song Wan, even today Father probably wouldn’t have allowed Mother to come out and receive guests. It was clearly Song Wan’s fault, yet now it seemed as though it had become the fault of their mother and daughters.

Song Yao felt unwilling, yet she also dared not say anything.

“Oh my, sister-in-law is here! This saves your younger sister-in-law the effort of going outside to find you.”

Yang Pianzhi, wife of Song Cangshun from the Song residence’s third branch, strolled leisurely in from outside the door.

She wore red and green, extremely garish.

Seeing her appearance, Madam Song smiled with some detachment. “Rare for third sister-in-law to grace us with your presence. Dressed so festively—is there a joyous occasion?”

“Can’t call it joyous. There is one vexing matter though.”

Yang Pianzhi said, “It’s none other than Song Zhao. In another two years she’ll come of age for the hairpin ceremony, yet her marriage isn’t settled yet.”

“My husband isn’t as capable as the eldest master, nor is his fate as good as the eldest master’s.”

“Naturally our Zhao Zhao is also different from sister-in-law’s Yao’er and Nian’er. They aren’t daughters of the Song clan’s patriarch, so naturally their marriage prospects aren’t as easily arranged.”

“Moreover, now elder brother has invited such a great Buddha back from outside. Who knows how we’ll have to worship her daily? Elder brother is capable and can be an official, so naturally he speaks with confidence. We have nothing to say about the first branch providing incense offerings on their own, but there’s no reason to make the other branches contribute sacrificial offerings together.”

“Our Zhao Zhao cannot be delayed.”

Madam Song smiled. “Third sister-in-law, your words are quite amusing. What do you mean by ‘great Buddha’ and ‘sacrificial offerings’?”

“Are you perhaps referring to when Third Master was cavorting with prostitutes some days ago, fighting and scrambling to take the hundred-treasure tripod that the old madam left behind to give to a prostitute?”

“If you ask me, you shouldn’t have interfered. After all, Third Master already has over ten concubines in his quarters. What difference does one more or one less make? After so many years, haven’t you seen through it yet?”

Yang Pianzhi’s expression instantly darkened. “Sister-in-law really knows how to jest. What does discussing Zhao’er’s marriage have to do with my husband?”

“Zhao’er’s marriage?”

“What’s wrong with Zhao’er’s marriage? Third Master doesn’t hold office at court, so Zhao’er’s marriage has far more options to choose from than Yao’er and Nian’er. Even a great local magnate like third sister-in-law’s maternal clan could be easily arranged. How has this become difficult for you?”

“Sister-in-law really knows how to joke.”

Yang Pianzhi answered with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes, casually chatted about this and that, then leisurely departed.

The servant woman by Madam Song’s side said, “The third madam becomes increasingly outrageous, actually coming to the first branch to pressure Madam. She’s merely a merchant’s daughter—she wants to rely on Madam to find Song Zhao a match with a high-ranking family, yet she can’t stand to see Master bring the eldest miss back. Acting as though she has any say in this household now.”

Madam Song pressed her lips tightly and laughed coldly. “Who says otherwise? In the past she was respectful and deferential when she saw me. Now even this thing who can’t be brought to the table dares to squeeze me out to my face.”

After speaking, she sighed deeply. “But what can we do? Isn’t it… because our own conduct isn’t proper, giving people something to gossip about? If our own family’s reputation were upright, would such people have grounds to speak?”

“Just you watch. In the future, who knows what these ignorant wretches will say or how they’ll squeeze us out.”

“After all, this is all because Master he…”

Just as she was about to swallow back the words “brought it upon himself,” Madam Song heard a servant woman report from outside that the eldest miss and eldest young master had returned to the residence and were heading toward the first branch’s quarters.

Chapter 140: Making Things Difficult
Madam Song clutched her handkerchief and took a long breath before walking out with Song Yao and Song Nian.

Song Lan’an stood in the inner courtyard of the first branch. Song Wan had just entered with Song Fu when she saw Song Lan’an waiting ahead. She curtsied slightly and softly called out, “Father.”

“Good that you’ve returned. I’ve already had your mother tidy up your courtyard. If there’s anything you need, just tell your mother.”

“Thank you for Father’s concern.”

Song Lan’an nodded, dropped a line about being busy, and left the inner courtyard.

Song Fu pointed to the servants carrying the luggage trunks behind them, telling them to go ahead to the courtyard. Just as everyone was leaving, Madam Song arrived with Song Yao and Song Nian.

“Wan’er greets Mother and her two younger sisters.”

Song Yao and Song Nian also said in unison, “Greetings to eldest sister.”

“Wan’er must be tired from the journey. Go back to your room and rest first. We’re family—no need for excessive formality.”

Song Yao and Song Nian stood behind Madam Song without another word.

Song Wan smiled lightly and nodded. “Then Wan’er will return to her room first. Mother and sisters should also rest well.”

After speaking, she curtsied slightly to them. Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Jinshu, and Luanjian followed behind their mistress, each paying respects to the masters of the household before following Song Wan away.

Upon returning to her own courtyard, the smile on Song Wan’s face became somewhat more genuine.

“Miss, this servant will go find the steward to request some fabric. These bed curtains all look old—they should be replaced with new ones now.”

“Miss, this servant will organize your trunks. The sachets in the large wardrobe have probably lost their fragrance and can no longer repel clothing moths.”

“Miss, this servant…”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu busied themselves energetically while Song Wan sat at the edge of her canopy bed, quietly observing everything before her.

The objects in the room were both familiar and strange. For a moment she felt disoriented, as if six years had passed in an instant without leaving the slightest ripple.

Yet after the calm, it also seemed as though those six years had stirred up towering waves that only now were gradually subsiding, everything returning to tranquility.

“Oh my.”

Heng Zhi went to remove the bed curtains. The rope tying the curtains suddenly broke, and the thin inner gauze swept past Song Wan’s face. She smiled and raised her hand to brush it aside.

“What happened?”

Heng Zhi smiled. “One of the auspicious knots Miss had tied before is missing. No wonder this rope broke…”

Song Wan looked up and indeed saw that one of the decorative knots she’d practiced making in her youth was missing.

That auspicious knot had originally been taught to her by Nanny Zhao for her to tie for her future husband, yet unexpectedly no one had the fortune to enjoy it.

Thinking of this, Song Wan suddenly smiled, secretly feeling momentarily embarrassed by her own thick-facedness.

“Take them all down and put them away. They’re no longer needed.”

The room still contained some seasonal gifts Jiang Xingjian had sent in his youth. Song Wan instructed Heng Zhi to place them together with the old items in the room and store them in the warehouse.

“Change the inner layer of the bed curtains to goose-yellow light gauze, and the outer layer to water-green brocade. The window screens, wardrobe curtains, and drapes should also be changed to more vibrant colors.”

As Old Lady Lang spoke, she said to Jinshu, “Come with me to find the steward. Lend this old woman that strength of yours, and we’ll replace everything in Miss’s room.”

Jinshu smiled and agreed, then left together with Old Lady Lang.

Song Wan rested her chin on her hand, gazing out the window, a faint smile appearing at the corners of her lips.

During the first few days after returning to the Song residence, no one came looking for her. Song Wan only focused on tidying up the courtyard, having no mind for other matters. But after just three to five days of peace, someone couldn’t sit still and came with their family in tow to gossip.

Yang Pianzhi brought the timid-looking Song Zhao over. The moment she saw the orange-yellow hundred-blessings embroidered vest Song Wan wore, her eyes immediately went straight.

The vest’s style was ordinary, but the fabric was excellent—clearly a fine gift bestowed from the palace.

Feeling uncomfortable in her heart, she couldn’t help but become sarcastic.

“Elder Sister Wan has such bearing. I wonder if it’s because the Marquis of Chengyang’s household raises people well—you certainly look much better than before you were married.”

Song Wan smiled softly. “Thank you for Third Aunt’s praise.”

Yang Pianzhi snorted and sat before her. Just as she was about to say some unpleasant words to make herself feel better, she saw Madam Song approaching with Song Yao and Song Nian.

Seeing her arrival, Yang Pianzhi laughed derisively twice and resentfully dragged Song Zhao away.

Seeing this, Madam Song said dryly, “She still expects me to arrange a good marriage for Song Zhao. Next time she comes to bother you, don’t take it to heart.”

Song Wan nodded obediently. “Wan’er understands.”

Madam Song said no more. Song Yao stared at Song Wan without blinking, her tone unwilling. “This younger sister doesn’t understand something and wonders if eldest sister might enlighten her?”

Even though Song Yao tried her best to conceal the sharpness in her eyes, her tone inevitably revealed a trace of resentment.

Seeing this, Song Wan’s lips curved slightly. “Second younger sister, please speak.”

“Younger sister doesn’t understand—in the past, eldest sister was always the most rule-abiding person. How is it that now you’ve done something like severing your marriage ties and returning to the family residence?”

“Books say that women must carefully maintain their reputation and moral integrity, and their words and actions must conform to propriety without being careless…”

“They say that one’s husband is like heaven. Heaven cannot be escaped, one’s husband cannot be left. Acting in violation of the spirits and deities will bring heavenly punishment.”

“Eldest sister has also read books and understood principles since childhood. How could you not know these truths written in books?”

Song Wan frowned slightly but didn’t speak.

Her severing of ties with Jiang Xingjian did indeed violate wifely virtue…

Just as she was thinking of enduring Song Yao’s interrogation, she suddenly remembered Ji Rong standing in the moonlight, gently saying that the young lady should think more of herself.

She had never been as willful and unrestrained as Lin Jiayue even once, yet now watching Madam Song tacitly allow Song Yao to be disrespectful to her elder sister and interrogate her, she finally felt three parts anger.

“In what capacity is second younger sister interrogating me? Is this how Mother usually teaches you to speak to your elder siblings?”

Song Wan turned to look at Madam Song. Madam Song clutched her handkerchief and frowned. “How can you speak to your elder sister this way? Are these words you should be saying?”

“It was Yao’er who overstepped.”

Seeing Song Yao apologize quietly, Madam Song slightly lowered her eyes and said, “Wan’er, it’s not that Mother deliberately wants to make things difficult for you, but what Yao’er said has some merit.”

“Now that you’ve returned, it’s truly made the household restless. Setting aside the marriage prospects of your several younger sisters at home, you cannot bear even the squeezing from outsiders.”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “Then where does Mother think Wan’er should go that would be more appropriate? Or is Mother saying she wants to send Wan’er back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s household?”

Madam Song pressed her lips together without answering.

Song Yao, however, muttered quietly, “If Yao’er were eldest sister, she would definitely find a nunnery and spend this life as a companion to the eternal lamp.”

Hearing this, Song Wan wasn’t angered but smiled and replied, “If Song Wan were now the one in charge of this household, I would naturally find a Buddhist hall and become a nun. Unfortunately, it’s Father who’s in charge now. Father told his daughter to return to the residence, and as a filial child, I dare not disobey.”

Seeing the mother and daughters’ expressions turn stormy, Song Wan said calmly, “My return to the Song residence was a condition in the power struggle between His Highness the Crown Prince and Father. If Mother forcibly makes me return to the Marquis of Chengyang’s household, it would be making Father openly oppose the Crown Prince and turn to support the Fifth Prince instead.”

Speaking to this point, Song Wan paused slightly before continuing, “Moreover, if I’m not mistaken, Father should have said he has arrangements for second younger sister and third younger sister’s marriages, which is why he had Mother give up the marriage alliance with the Cui family. Since that’s the case, why is Mother still so short-sighted, spending her energy daily on making things difficult for Wan’er?”
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Madam Song said awkwardly, “Wan’er, you’ve truly misunderstood your mother. That you think of me this way—are you still holding a grudge over what happened before?”

“Wan’er wouldn’t dare.”

Song Wan replied softly, then said nothing more.

Being called short-sighted by a junior twice now, Madam Song felt both embarrassed and unable to refute it. She could only perfunctorily say a few words telling Song Wan to rest well and not worry about what others said, before taking Song Yao and Song Nian away.

The moment the mother and daughters stepped out of Song Wan’s courtyard, their expressions all darkened in unison.

“She really is…”

“Shut your mouth.”

Madam Song snapped in a low voice. Song Yao swallowed back her grievances along with her words.

Only after the three returned to their own courtyard did Song Yao start crying silently with reddened eyes.

Song Wan had said that Father had arrangements for her and her sister’s marriage matters, but Song Yao felt even more uneasy in her heart. Father had always only valued Elder Brother—when had he ever managed the womenfolk’s affairs?

Mother often said Father favored Song Fu and Song Wan, yet that favoritism had still sent Song Wan off to be a widow. What kind of marriage could someone like her, who didn’t win Father’s favor, possibly be arranged?

Though afraid in her heart, she dared not voice a single objection. For an unmarried young lady to pick and choose about marriage matters—if word got out, Father would probably beat her to death.

The more Song Yao thought about it, the more aggrieved she felt, unable to stop herself from wiping away tears.

“Second Sister, don’t cry anymore.”

Song Nian looked at their mother’s worried face, then at her sister crying so sorrowfully, and felt her own heart grow sour.

After a long while, Song Nian finally said, “What Mother and Elder Sister should be doing now isn’t sitting here crying to the heavens. Even if you cried down the city gates, it would be of no use.”

“Rather than that, you’d better save that energy and think about how to deal with this situation.”

Madam Song sat up and said wearily, “You’ve always been clever, so tell me—what can I do? What can your sister do?”

Though she was nominally the main wife of the Song household, Song Lan’an had always been indifferent toward her, never once showing warmth. All these years she’d always vaguely felt she couldn’t compare to his first wife, so naturally her actions and words had less confidence behind them.

Especially after that incident when she’d acted from selfish motives, wanting to send Song Wan back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence—after that, everyone in the household, old and young alike, treated her even worse than before.

In the past, Song Fu and Song Wan would at least call her “Mother” when they saw her, and Song Fu had treated her with some respect. But now?

Now when Song Fu saw her, he didn’t even call her Mother.

“What would I dare do now? If I do anything more, I fear your father will sever ties with me and drive me out of the residence.”

Song Nian frowned. “Acting behind Father’s back naturally won’t work—having no proper justification will surely invite criticism.”

“Stop showing off your learning. If you have any good ideas, hurry up and share them.”

Song Nian sighed inwardly, then said, “Father won’t let Eldest Sister stay in the residence forever. Mother, why don’t you directly ask Father if he has any plans to arrange another marriage match for Eldest Sister?”

“Exactly.”

Song Yao stood up. “Since Eldest Sister has completely severed ties with the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, she can’t possibly return there. So why not find her a marriage match soon, preferably marrying her off somewhere far away?”

“The capital has so many new happenings every day—in just three to five months, people will probably forget all about Eldest Sister.”

Song Nian shook her head. “We mustn’t be too hasty. We need to proceed gradually…”

“Mother, you should go ask Father quickly. If Father agrees, you can start looking for suitable families for Eldest Sister right away.”

She was about to come of age soon—how could she afford to wait any longer?

There weren’t many families in the capital that could arrange marriage matches with the Song household. She absolutely did not want to be married off elsewhere.

Song Yao urged her mother to go inquire with Song Lan’an. Madam Song pressed her lips together, thinking this was indeed the only solution.

Find Song Wan another marriage match and marry her off far away. Then the residence would return to how it was before, peaceful and quiet. The face Song Wan had lost could be regained bit by bit by the other young ladies of the household.

Thinking this, Madam Song took a handkerchief to dab at the corners of her eyes, then stood up to seek out Song Lan’an.

Song Nian opened her mouth behind her, wanting to say something, but was pulled aside by Song Yao. “Come with me to my room to make decorative knots.”

Song Nian sighed inwardly and could only follow them.

When Madam Song went to find Song Lan’an, he had just returned from outside. Seeing her approach, Song Lan’an said, “I was just looking for you.”

“What matter does the lord have?”

“There are two teaching nannies who came out from the palace. Go make arrangements. Starting today, send these two to Yao’er and Nian’er’s side to have them properly learn palace etiquette.”

“From the palace?”

Madam Song instantly understood what Song Lan’an had meant by “having his own arrangements.”

She couldn’t help but feel secretly delighted, revealing a gentle smile. “This wife understands.”

Song Lan’an continued, “For the next while, have the two children stop their needlework so they don’t strain their eyes. Also, be careful they don’t get bumped or bruised, leaving external injuries. Arrange everything else as you see fit.”

Madam Song agreed with a smile.

Seeing Song Lan’an was in a good mood, she added, “This wife has one more matter to ask the lord.”

“Speak.”

“It concerns Wan’er.”

Seeing no particular reaction on Song Lan’an’s face, Madam Song lowered her head slightly. “This wife wonders how the lord plans to arrange things for Wan’er? If the lord has no particular thoughts, this wife was thinking of helping Wan’er find another family?”

“A woman’s youthful years are so few. To waste them further would truly be delaying Wan’er.”

Song Lan’an frowned. Madam Song smiled. “The lord has arrangements for Yao’er and Nian’er. If in the future someone uses Wan’er to attack Yao’er and the other’s character, it will be difficult to handle.”

Song Lan’an looked at Madam Song with a half-smile. Madam Song’s heart lurched, and she nervously gripped her handkerchief tighter.

“You decide. Just carefully select a superior family—consider it giving the Crown Prince an explanation.”

Mentioning the Crown Prince, Song Lan’an showed more interest. “The Crown Prince is quite capable. He’s already gained more than half the court’s support, and even His Majesty has uncharacteristically begun acknowledging the Crown Prince’s status.”

His Majesty’s only desire was to leave a striking mark in the history books. He feared being criticized by the court historians, so now that he knew the Crown Prince’s ascension would only benefit him, he went along with it.

In the end, Emperor Wenhui had no great ability.

“Wan’er’s marriage cannot be arranged casually. Choose carefully.”

Madam Song’s face lit up with joy as she agreed, no longer calculating about Song Lan’an’s previous indifferent attitude toward the two children.

Eager to return to her room and tell Song Yao and Song Nian this good news, she said the lord should continue his work and withdrew.

Knowing Song Yao’s marriage prospects had such a wonderful outcome, Madam Song’s steps were noticeably lighter. She was heading toward the main wing when she heard Yang Pianzi calling out to her from afar.

“Sister-in-law, please wait.”

“Does Third Sister-in-law have business?”

Having seen her today, Madam Song felt the other woman wasn’t as detestable as before—she even seemed rather straightforward and likeable. Naturally, her words were also warmer than usual.

Yang Pianzi, however, smiled without warmth. “What’s come over Sister-in-law today? So happy? If there’s good news in the residence, don’t forget about us in the third branch.”

“No wonder your maternal family has become so prosperous. Third Sister-in-law, with your nature of taking advantage wherever you go, I’d never believe you couldn’t make a fortune.”

Yang Pianzi’s mouth twitched, but she couldn’t very well make a scene.

After a long while she said, “It’s about my nephew. He’s currently visiting the residence. I was thinking of having Song Fu take him around the capital to see the world. They’re about the same age, so…”

“Your nephew?”

Madam Song blinked. “If I remember correctly, he’s been a widower for many years, is that right?”
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“Does Sister-in-law look down on my nephew?”

“I meant no such thing.”

Madam Song looked at Yang Pianzi and thought for a moment. “Third Sister-in-law’s maternal family could be considered an esteemed clan in Jiangnan, but I wonder why your nephew hasn’t remarried?”

Seeing that her words carried curiosity but no mockery, Yang Pianzi answered casually, “My eldest brother and sister-in-law have both passed away, so there’s no one to arrange marriage matters for him. Moreover, my nephew is an honest man—taciturn by nature and single-mindedly focused on the family business. That’s why he still hasn’t remarried.”

“Coming to the capital now is also because the clan wants me to arrange a match for him.”

As she spoke, Yang Pianzi frowned slightly, as if thinking of something.

She cleared her throat, her face showing a smile. “My nephew is handsome and steady in temperament. Speaking words that may be treasonous—since my short-lived brother and sister-in-law departed early, whichever young lady marries him can directly manage the household.”

“If that young lady is clever, controlling my nephew would be an easy matter.”

“Most importantly, my nephew has long resided in Jiangnan…”

Glancing at Madam Song, Yang Pianzi chuckled. “Jiangnan is quite far from the capital. It wouldn’t be easy for him to return.”

Upon hearing this, Madam Song pressed her lips together. “This person is indeed quite suitable. As his aunt, you should put more effort into helping him.”

After saying this, Madam Song spoke a few more pleasantries, then left with a faint smile.

Seeing her depart, Yang Pianzi spat. “What rubbish. I thought she was going to act as matchmaker for my nephew.”

Thinking of the ready-made candidate right here in the residence, Yang Pianzi’s eyes darted about as her mind immediately became active.

Her nephew truly was quite good. If not for Song Wan’s high birth and having Imperial Consort Yun cherishing her, such damaged goods wouldn’t even catch her eye or be worthy of her nephew.

The image of the silver embroidered vest with hundred blessings that Song Wan had worn that day flashed before her eyes. She curved her lips in a smile and went off cheerfully to find her nephew.

Song Wan had quite a few good things in her possession—best not to let outsiders benefit from them.

Twisting her waist as she walked out, Yang Pianzi was so delighted she seemed to carry wind with her, her back straighter than before.

Returning to the third branch, Yang Pianzi’s maid asked, “Why is Third Madam so happy today?”

She removed the heavy golden hairpin that had been weighing painfully on her neck, smiling as she pointed toward the main branch. “That one has hatched a crooked scheme, wanting to send off that great Buddha who was brought back to the residence the other day. But it seems she doesn’t want to speak up herself, so she’s tossed the bait right in front of me.”

“You mean Miss Wan?”

“Exactly.”

The maid said, “So will Madam take the bait or not?”

Yang Pianzi raised her eyebrows, her eyes showing delight. “Since this pie falling from the sky has already hit me on the head, naturally I’ll take it. She just wants me to make the first move so she can smoothly push things along while keeping herself clean. I’m only taking on a bad reputation—what’s there to be afraid of?”

“Moreover, Miss Wan is clever. If it works out, my nephew will have gained a great bargain. If it doesn’t work out, she won’t blame me, an aunt from a different branch.”

“Should this matter be mentioned to Sixth Master Yang?”

“Don’t tell him. That man is quite dull—he definitely won’t agree.”

Having said this, Yang Pianzi began carefully pondering how to proceed with this matter.

Having merely dropped a subtle hint, Madam Song paid no further attention to the matter. Her heart was anxious about Song Yao and the Crown Prince’s affair—where would she have the energy to find a good family for Song Wan?

Moreover, Song Wan’s status was so shameful. If she actually approached families she knew well to arrange a match for her, people might even misunderstand it as coming to humiliate the man’s side.

Yang Pianzi’s nephew was a widower—Song Wan matched him more than adequately, and he surely had nothing to be particular about either.

“Isn’t Madam afraid Third Madam won’t take the bait?”

“Hmph, how could someone so shallow not take the bait? Moreover, Wan’er is still the legitimate eldest daughter of the residence of the Grand Councilor. What is her nephew? Just you watch—within three days she’ll definitely make a move.”

The dowry servant by Madam Song’s side nodded, then carefully brought up the matter of Song Yao and Song Nian learning etiquette from the palace nannies.

After three to five days passed, the residence’s gatekeepers came to report that Yang Pianzi’s nephew had come today to pay respects to his aunt. Madam Song knew the opportunity had arrived.

“In a few more days it will likely snow. Today, summon all three young misses. I’ll take them to the residence’s storehouse to select bed warmers and have cloaks made.”

The servant by Madam Song’s side acknowledged with a sound and left with a smile.

When Song Wan received word from the residence’s maid, she was reading in her room. Upon hearing this, she acknowledged faintly.

“Miss, this servant will light your hand warmer for you.”

Heng Zhi entered the room, using tongs to place red charcoal into a brass hand warmer, then carefully covered it with thickened cotton-lined soft leather before handing it to Song Wan.

Heng Wu helped Song Wan put on a small jacket. Just as she was about to change her own clothes, she heard Song Wan say, “Have Jinshu come with me.”

Holding the warming furnace, Song Wan went to Madam Song’s courtyard together with Heng Zhi and Jinshu.

“The palace recently bestowed some silver squirrel fur. The quality and color are excellent. Your father and I don’t care for such things, so I thought to have silver squirrel fur vests made for you sisters.”

Madam Song looked at Song Wan and her sisters, smiling. “It’s just that these vests haven’t been made much in the residence before, so I don’t know your sisters’ current measurements. Today happens to be perfect to measure you all together.”

“Also, Yao’er and Nian’er seem to have grown taller as well. Let’s replace the cloaks in their rooms too.”

Imperial Consort Yun had bestowed quite a few fur cloaks to Song Wan, so she didn’t lack such things. Song Yao and Song Nian, however, rarely received even one or two pieces. Hearing this, Song Wan had no objection and quietly followed behind Madam Song toward the embroidery room.

Having left the main branch courtyard and just reaching near the ornamental gate, Madam Song suddenly said, “Since we’re all having silver squirrel fur vests made, why not also make each of you sisters an embroidered twin lotus brocade jacket?”

“New Year is nearly upon us. Huanhua brocade is festive and auspicious, suitable for girls your age.”

Madam Song smiled as she said to Song Yao and Song Nian, “You two follow Yun Jin to fetch those four bolts of Huanhua brocade from the storehouse. Be careful on the way and don’t snag the silk threads.”

Watching Song Yao and Song Nian leave, Song Wan’s eyelids drooped slightly as she stood to the side waiting.

Seeing this, Madam Song said warmly, “Is Wan’er cold? Take Mother’s hand warmer.”

“Thank you for Mother’s concern. Wan’er is not cold.”

Song Wan turned her head to glance at Jinshu. Jinshu stepped forward and stood behind her.

As several people waited quietly, three or four people suddenly entered from outside the ornamental gate. The one leading was Yang Pianzi, with a middle-aged man of about twenty-five or twenty-six following behind her.

Upon seeing everyone, the man hurriedly stopped and tried to retreat back outside the ornamental gate, but was blocked squarely by Yang Pianzi’s servant behind him.

He stumbled and tottered several steps before steadying himself.

Yang Pianzi acted as if she was completely unaware that an outside man had intruded upon the residence’s womenfolk, cheerfully greeting Madam Song and Song Wan.

“Sister-in-law, what are you doing? Bringing Wan’er out to view the scenery?”
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“Xun’er, come pay your respects to the First Madam.”

Yang Pianzi laughed loudly as she called Yang Xun over. Yang Xun kept his head lowered, frowning tightly.

His aunt had married the most worthless Third Master of the Song family, and over these years her behavior had become increasingly mad. Now she was actually hatching such a despicable scheme.

Feeling secretly angry, he stepped forward a few paces to pay his respects to Madam Song.

Song Wan observed his behavior and knew this person was unaware of the plot, so she turned her face away.

Madam Song said, “We’re all family—no need for such formality. You haven’t seen Third Sister-in-law in quite some time and must miss her dearly. You two should go catch up properly and needn’t mind us.”

Yang Xun replied gently, “Today I’ve seen my aunt and know she is in good health, which puts my mind at ease. I was just about to leave the residence.”

After bowing to Madam Song again, Yang Xun turned to leave.

Yang Pianzi kept calling after him from behind. Seeing she truly couldn’t stop him, she hurriedly chased after him.

“Are you stupid? Such a good opportunity today to let you view the Song residence’s legitimate daughter, and you’re running away?”

Grabbing Yang Xun by the arm, Yang Pianzi frowned. “Do you know that young lady’s background? She’s Song Wan. If not for her being cast off by the Marquis of Chengyang, how would it ever be your turn to see her?”

“Aunt, please mind your words.”

Yang Xun’s face flushed red with anger. “Your actions today are truly improper. You…”

Unable to reproach an elder directly, he could only grit his teeth, fling his sleeve, and leave once more.

“You stop right there.”

“If not for elder brother asking me before he passed to look after you more, I wouldn’t even want to bother with this mess. What’s your meaning today? You look down on Song Wan? Even though she’s damaged goods…”

“Aunt!”

Yang Xun’s face turned cold. “Don’t forget that Zhao’er is also a young woman. Before you act and speak, please leave some dignity for Zhao’er, and leave some dignity for the Yang family as well.”

Having said this, Yang Xun pulled back his sleeve and fled outside.

“What nonsense? Her mother is willing to bring her for you to see, and you’re putting on airs? Truly incomprehensible.”

Yang Pianzi was so angry she wished she could press Yang Xun’s head down and have him bow in marriage to Song Wan right then and there. On Song Wan’s side, however, everything remained calm—she didn’t even show half a trace of unusual expression.

Madam Song looked at that seemingly translucent smile on her face and for some reason felt her heart tighten.

She pressed her lips together and laughed dryly. “Your Third Aunt is truly outrageous, actually leading her own nephew to wander about the inner courtyard.”

Seeing Song Wan didn’t respond, the servant by her side tried to smooth things over. “It’s all this old servant’s fault for being old and muddle-headed, not noticing the commotion from the front courtyard. If this old servant had paid more attention, the Eldest Miss wouldn’t have been intruded upon just now.”

“Indeed.”

Song Wan laughed softly. “If Wan’er remembers correctly, Nanny Sun has been serving by Mother’s side for over twenty years now, hasn’t she?”

Neither Nanny Sun nor Madam Song understood what Song Wan meant by this. Madam Song frowned slightly while Nanny Sun nodded blankly.

Song Wan said, “She’s loyal. No wonder Mother values you so highly.”

“Yao’er and Nian’er are back. Mother, please.”

Seeing Song Yao and Song Nian return carrying the Huanhua brocade, Song Wan raised her hand toward the embroidery room, indicating Madam Song should go first.

Madam Song looked into her eyes, her heart clenched with unease as she headed toward the embroidery room.

After remeasuring all three sisters and explaining the sizes and styles to the servants in the embroidery room, Song Wan finally returned to her own courtyard.

“Miss, are you saying Madam has conceived the idea of marrying you off to the Yang family?”

Heng Wu bit her teeth, so angry her eyes hurt.

Even if they truly wanted to arrange a match for their miss, there was no need for such methods. What was this now? Were they afraid the man’s family would look down on their miss, so they hastily dragged someone over to show her off?

What kind of noble family arranged marriages this way? This was clearly done with the intention of humiliating someone.

Heng Wu was about to say more, but Heng Zhi pulled her back, stopping her from speaking.

That their miss would be remarried by the master upon returning to the residence was inevitable—their miss was not unaware of this. But for Madam to dare use such crude and unseemly methods now showed it must have the master’s approval.

Without the master’s consent, how would Madam dare act this way?

“Miss, this… the residence is being far too hasty…”

Heng Zhi pressed her lips together, her tone carrying a sobbing quality from anger.

Being so hasty, how could they possibly select a good family for Miss? In the end, it would probably be even worse than the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence.

Moreover, what was the Yang family?

Yang Pianzi could only arrange a match with the Song residence because not only was Third Master a concubine-born son, but he was also a worthless wastrel who had nothing.

If not for the capital truly being unable to find a candidate back then, why would they have sought out Yang Pianzi, who had some distant connection to the family? Under normal circumstances, she probably couldn’t even enter the Song residence’s main gate to pay respects to their miss.

How could such a family be presented before their miss?

Biting her lip until it bled, Heng Zhi held back her breath to keep from crying out loud in front of Song Wan.

“Why cry? I don’t even care.”

Lightly shaking the letter in her hand, Song Wan smiled and handed it to Heng Zhi. “Deliver this to Uncle Su.”

Madam Song was after all her elder—she couldn’t do much to her. But that didn’t mean Madam Song could manipulate her at will.

After sending that letter out, Song Wan never mentioned that day’s events again.

Several days passed. While Madam Song grew angry and anxious over Yang Xun’s lack of cooperation, she also felt vaguely uneasy. It wasn’t until she saw that Song Wan had been calm and quiet these past few days that she gradually set aside her apprehension.

“If this old servant may say, Madam worries too much. No matter what, you are still the Eldest Miss’s mother. For you to arrange her marriage and seek a husband’s family is perfectly justified. Even if it’s somewhat hasty, what of it? The Eldest Miss won’t do anything to you. Could she dare commit such an outrage as to report you to the master?”

“Moreover, even regarding that matter of you sending the Eldest Miss back to the marquis’s residence last time, she only spoke a few words. This small misstep now—even if the master knew about it, he’d be too lazy to care.”

“Please set your mind at ease, Madam. Don’t worry so much.”

Madam Song pressed her temples and shook her head lightly. “I also know she can’t do anything to me, but somehow, I just feel inexplicably uneasy.”

As the two were conversing, a young maid in an embroidered red brocade jacket entered from outside.

“Madam, Madam Su has arrived. The Eldest Miss sent this servant to inform you that if you’re free now, please come to the Eldest Miss’s courtyard to meet her.”

“Madam Su?”

Madam Song’s eyelid jumped, and she instinctively gripped her handkerchief tighter.

Even Nanny Sun beside her caught her breath, suddenly feeling alarmed.

“Why would my sister-in-law come over for no reason? Wan’er really…”

She looked at Nanny Sun and forced herself to calm down. After carefully tidying her clothing and hair, she walked out with a grim face.

As soon as the two arrived at Song Wan’s courtyard, they saw Madam Song’s legitimate elder brother’s wife—Song Wan’s legitimate maternal aunt Li Zhen—standing in the center of the courtyard.

Upon seeing Madam Song, Li Zhen immediately laughed cheerfully. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen Seventh Sister. I never expected you’d change so much. You’re no longer like that timid girl before marriage who could barely speak properly when meeting people.”

Madam Song’s face tightened. Forcibly suppressing her anger, she said her sister-in-law had been well.

Li Zhen smiled in acknowledgment, then said, “Come inside and sit. What are you standing there for?”

“Wan’er, quickly pour tea for your mother. Your aunt and I must have a good chat today—chat about what’s happened at the Su residence and Song residence all these years.”

Song Wan obediently stood to the side, poured tea for them both, then quietly stood behind her maternal aunt.

Seeing this, Li Zhen’s eyes showed approval. She turned to face the expressionless Madam Song and curved her lips in a smile. “I didn’t come today merely to reminisce. Actually, I’ve brought something for Seventh Sister. You…”

As she spoke, she paused and pointed at Nanny Sun beside Madam Song. “If I remember correctly, your surname is Sun?”

Nanny Sun’s eyelid twitched, inwardly thinking this was bad. She finally understood why Li Zhen had come today.
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“Reporting to the First Madam, this old servant’s surname is indeed Sun.”

Nanny Sun wore an ingratiating expression full of flattery.

Li Zhen said, “Then that’s correct. Your parents are still being cared for in the residence in good health, and your son and daughter have both received positions in the residence and are doing well. Yours is a family of complete loyalty.”

“Madam is benevolent and kind—it’s the good fortune of us servants.”

In just a few words, Li Zhen had bypassed Madam Song, seized control of the situation, and turned herself from guest to host. Madam Song gripped her handkerchief, wanting to regain control but not knowing how to begin.

Seeing her movements, Li Zhen smiled. “I forgot to tell you that Concubine Wu’s health is still holding up. You needn’t worry.”

“Thank you, Sister-in-law, for looking after my concubine mother all these years.”

Madam Song accepted this with a dry laugh, then fell silent again.

The Su family was also a family of scholars and nobility, and Li Zhen’s birth was even more distinguished. From the moment she married into the Su residence, she had managed the household until now.

She had a thunderous temperament and did things swiftly and decisively. Before marriage, the concubines and concubine-born daughters in her residence had received no small amount of discipline from her. Even though Madam Song’s current status was not much lower than hers, seeing Li Zhen still evoked a fear that emanated from her very bones.

“How well could I have looked after her? Actually, seeing you today also concerns Concubine Wu.”

Li Zhen looked at Nanny Sun. “Go find all the people who came as part of the dowry from the Su residence back then. I have something to say to you all.”

Madam Song’s head snapped up. “What does Sister-in-law mean by this?”

“What are you waiting for?”

Without even glancing at Madam Song, Li Zhen raised her elegant brows sharply, her gaze piercing as she looked at Nanny Sun.

Nanny Sun’s heart trembled. Though she didn’t want to move, after hesitating repeatedly, she still obeyed Li Zhen’s command and scurried out, leaving Madam Song behind.

Having lived in comfort beside Madam Song for too long, she had even forgotten that her parents, children, and her own indenture contract were all still held in the Su residence’s hands.

Back then, when the Su family’s legitimate daughter fell gravely ill, to preserve the marriage alliance between the Su and Song families and the future of a pair of children, they had overruled objections and selected the Su family’s Seventh Miss, who was neither particularly capable nor beautiful.

Now that the Su family’s seventh daughter had been Madam Song for many years, they had all forgotten the methods of the Su family’s legitimate daughter.

Nanny Sun slapped her thigh, only now remembering that all the people who had come as part of the dowry back then had been personally selected by the Su family’s eldest miss.

She had truly lost her mind. After more than ten years, she had completely forgotten her true master and had even begun scheming against Song Wan.

Breaking out in a cold sweat, Nanny Sun hurriedly gathered all the people who had come as dowry from the Su residence.

A group of people arrived at Song Wan’s residence, frightened into silence, not daring to breathe loudly.

Seeing all her people dragged over, Madam Song looked at Song Wan with reddened eyes. “Wan’er, what exactly did Mother do wrong to make you treat me this way?”

“Previously, I wanted to send you back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence because I couldn’t see the situation clearly, but honestly speaking, was I truly wrong?”

“Or are you holding a grudge because I brought you to meet Young Master Yang a few days ago?”

Madam Song gripped her handkerchief tightly, staring at Song Wan. “You know clearly that you cannot stay in the residence forever, and my considering marriage matters for you was also approved by the master—it wasn’t my own decision.”

“Do you really think you can remain in the residence for a lifetime? I was just thinking that since you’re still young, it’s better to make plans for the future early.”

“You’ve only been back a short time, so there’s still some goodwill in the family. If it truly drags on too long and exhausts all the family’s goodwill, what would be the point?”

“Over such a small matter, you actually needed to summon Madam Su?”

The more Madam Song spoke, the angrier she became, growing so angry she spoke without thinking. “Not only did you stir up chaos at the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, now that you’ve returned to the Song family, do you want to continue stirring up trouble in your maternal family as well? Do you truly wish to announce this family disgrace to all of the capital?”

Hearing this, Song Wan merely said lightly, “Mother has lost her composure.”

Madam Song choked, her face flushing red from being stifled by this gentle remark, unable to say another word.

Seeing this, Li Zhen laughed. “What is Seventh Sister getting so worked up about? Your fussing startled me.”

Lowering her eyelids slightly, Li Zhen raised her hand, and a sharp-faced maid behind her presented a nanmu wood box.

She placed her hand on the nanmu box and looked at everyone present. “Concubine Wu is getting on in years. You are all old servants by Seventh Miss’s side—it’s time for you to fulfill your filial duties to her.”

“Starting today, you’ll all return to the Su residence with me. From now on, the responsibility of caring for Concubine Wu in her retirement will be entrusted to you. This way, Madam Song can also set her mind at ease.”

The servants looked at each other, all very unwilling.

They had been in the Song residence for over ten years and were confidants by the legitimate wife’s side. The positions they held were both respectable and profitable.

What would they do returning to the Su residence now?

Could it be that at their age, they would still have to serve a concubine in a lowly position?

None of them moved. Nanny Sun bit her teeth and walked to Li Zhen’s side, not daring to look at Madam Song even once.

Her entire family depended on Li Zhen’s favor to survive. What else could she say?

Madam Song’s eyes reddened as she looked directly at Song Wan. “Does Wan’er truly want to force Mother this way?”

“What kind of words are those? Could it be you don’t want to provide for Concubine Wu in her old age?”

Li Zhen sneered. “In so short a time you’ve forgotten your own status. If Concubine Wu knew you harbored such unfilial thoughts, she would probably cry herself to death.”

Madam Song bit her teeth and dared not say more, fearing Li Zhen would pin on her the label of disrespecting her birth mother. Though Concubine Wu was not her legitimate mother, since her legitimate mother had passed, if she didn’t respect and obey Concubine Wu, it would only implicate Song Yao and the others’ reputations.

In the past she might have been able to argue, but now that Yao’er’s prospects were different from before, she couldn’t afford even the slightest delay.

“So the rest of you are all unwilling, is that it?”

Li Zhen raised an eyebrow, and a dark-complexioned woman stepped forward from behind her.

Li Zhen said, “This is Steward Wang from the residence, who manages the tenant farmers…”

Opening the nanmu box beneath her palm, she took out a stack of thin indenture contracts. “If you’re unwilling to return to the residence with me, your entire families can all go to Steward Wang’s estate to farm and till the land for the residence.”

These indenture contracts all belonged to people whose parents were at the Su residence, or whose children or husbands were there.

Calling out several names methodically, as Li Zhen spoke, those servants one by one all came to stand beside her.

“There, that’s settled? You have half an hour to pack your belongings. The carriages are waiting at the Song residence’s gate. Anyone who’s late will go to the estate with Steward Wang.”

As soon as she finished speaking, Li Zhen waved her hand and everyone retreated in a rush.

Madam Song was so angry her teeth hurt.

She resented that she had clearly been wary of this group before.

But while one could be on guard for a year or two, who could be vigilant against those around them day after day? Moreover, she didn’t have the ability to cultivate so many new confidants. As time passed, she naturally began using this group of dowry servants.

“Eldest Miss.”

A woman wearing a buttoned vest entered from outside. She held a stack of account books in her hands and respectfully bowed to Song Wan. “What matter does the Miss have for this old servant?”

Song Wan pressed her lips in a slight smile. “Mother is filial and has sent all the people by her side back to the Su family to care for Concubine Wu. Today, you should find some more people to arrange for Mother.”

Nanny Song, who had been granted the family name by her masters, said, “This old servant understands and will arrange it immediately.”

After speaking, she looked at Song Wan with faint affection in her eyes. “These past days have been cold. This old servant had the residence’s carpenter make a brand new charcoal brazier for Miss, to save Miss from having cold hands and feet while reading every day.”

Chapter 145: Seeking Marriage
“Thank you for your trouble, Nanny.”

Nanny Song nodded and left with a smile.

Madam Song’s face was ashen. Song Wan’s gaze swept across her face before quickly withdrawing.

Though Song Wan had few memories of her birth mother, according to Elder Brother, Mother had been a renowned talented woman in the capital back then.

The number of families who had sought to marry Mother was beyond count. Even the Old Madam of the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence had once considered seeking Mother’s hand for the Old Marquis.

She didn’t know why Mother had ultimately married into the Song family, but Song Wan could be certain that her mother had been an extremely intelligent woman.

From childhood, she had known that Mother had left many old servants for her in the residence. Not to mention Nanny Song, who managed the Song residence’s inner courtyard and had raised her from infancy—even some of the minor stewards were all confidants her mother had left behind.

Mother had told Nanny Song that people’s hearts change easily. Those who appear dull and timid now may not remain timid after having their own children, nor continue to keep to their proper place.

It was just that in the past, Madam Song’s actions hadn’t been excessive. When she was young, Song Yao and Song Nian were still small, and Madam Song had no time to manage her, so naturally she didn’t know the woman’s true nature and had never used the methods Mother left behind.

Later, when she went early to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence as a widow, she hadn’t taken Madam Song to heart either.

Apart from paying respects during festivals and sending seasonal gifts, the two had no other interaction.

It wasn’t until Madam Song harbored selfish thoughts and wanted to send her back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence that she lost some patience with her.

And the matter with Yang Xun a few days ago had truly begun to annoy her.

Song Wan lowered her eyelids slightly, too lazy to look at Madam Song’s tearful expression.

It wasn’t that she hadn’t given guidance—it was just that Madam Song’s vision was too shallow and short-sighted. She truly couldn’t spend every day, morning and night, guiding her to see further ahead.

Half an hour had passed. Those servants had all packed and stood before Song Wan’s courtyard. Li Zhen had her people lead them away one by one, causing many young servants of the Song residence to watch in shock.

Song Yao and Song Nian stood outside the courtyard. Song Yao was about to step forward but was pulled back by Song Nian.

“Elder Sister, what are you doing?”

“I’m going to question Eldest Sister—by what right does she treat Mother this way? All these years, even if Mother has no achievements to speak of, she has endured hardships. Now she’s sending away everyone by Mother’s side. How will Mother maintain her standing in the residence from now on?”

Song Yao’s eyes reddened. “Now everyone in the residence knows Mother can’t even protect her own confidants. Who will think highly of us or work for us in the future?”

“Mother has been the main wife of the Song residence for ten years. If today’s matter spreads, won’t she become the capital’s greatest laughingstock?”

Song Nian’s face was stern as she held Song Yao back. “If today’s matter spreads, people will only say Mother sent people back to her natal family to care for her concubine mother. If you make a scene about this regardless of consequences, that’s when Mother will truly become the capital’s greatest laughingstock.”

Unable to control servants and unable to control her daughter, allowing the Song residence’s legitimate Second Miss to publicly quarrel and argue with her maternal aunt—she would definitely be saddled with a reputation for being domineering, rude, and disrespectful to elders. And Mother’s reputation for incompetence and lack of virtue would probably never be washed clean in this lifetime.

She had said long ago that Eldest Sister’s marriage matters couldn’t be rushed. But Mother and Song Yao thought she was too young and never listened to her.

Now look what had happened—what kind of mess had been stirred up?

Song Nian kept her small face composed. “Second Sister, don’t cry. I’ve already sent someone to find Father. Father will stand up for Mother.”

The two of them waited outside the courtyard for a long time. Even after Madam Song stumbled out of Song Wan’s courtyard in a daze, Song Lan’an never appeared.

After Madam Song left, Song Wan found a seat beside Li Zhen. The two sat quietly drinking tea without speaking, until Heng Zhi and Heng Wu had properly arranged the greeting gifts Li Zhen had brought for Song Wan. Only then did the two exchange a smile.

Song Wan said, “Troubling Maternal Aunt to make a trip for such a small matter—it really is making a mountain out of a molehill.”

“It’s not entirely for you.”

Li Zhen patted Song Wan’s hand. “It’s because of your worthless Third Cousin…”

“Your uncle is sending him to Jingshan Academy. Even if you hadn’t written to me, I would have been bringing him to the capital. Moreover, your uncle knew about the matter between you and the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence and had long said I should come see if there was anything the family could help with.”

“Making Uncle and Maternal Aunt worry—that’s Wan’er’s fault.”

“What fault or no fault.”

Li Zhen sighed, her eyes showing some heartache. “Don’t blame your maternal aunt for speaking bluntly. Though Su Qi’s actions were somewhat confused, her words aren’t without reason. Staying in the Song family isn’t a long-term plan for you. Better to make plans for yourself early.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled faintly, but her eyes carried three parts loneliness.

The young lady’s cheeks were soft and rosy. Just a gentle blink conveyed seven parts flirtatious charm. Seeing this, Li Zhen’s thoughts suddenly stirred.

“Wan’er!”

Song Wan raised her head, her face still carrying bright, gentle affection.

Li Zhen grabbed her hand and smiled. “Wan’er, what do you think of Su Xie?”

“Third Cousin?”

“Yes.”

Li Zhen’s eyes lit up. “Though Su Xie is two years younger than you, you would after all be marrying back into your own family. Whether your uncle or I, we would both treat you like our own daughter.”

The more she spoke, the more she felt this matter had promise. Li Zhen smiled. “That boy Su Xie is unruly. After you enter the family, you can help your maternal aunt properly discipline him.”

“Wan’er, think it over carefully. Your maternal aunt is sincere.”

She held Song Wan’s hand, speaking word by word. “Rather than leaving your marriage in others’ hands, better you make your own decision early. If you agree, your maternal aunt will have Su Xie come formally request your hand in marriage.”

Song Wan was somewhat surprised for a moment, but had to admit that Li Zhen’s proposal stirred her heart considerably.

Maternal Aunt was right. Rather than leaving marriage matters to Madam Song, she might as well marry into Uncle’s family.

Uncle and Maternal Aunt wouldn’t look down on her for being remarried, and Su Xie had two elder brothers above him. Her cousins-in-law were also kind people. Regardless of whether Su Xie liked her in the future, she could seek a peaceful corner in the Su residence where no one would disturb her.

Song Wan pressed her lips together, silently pondering this marriage match.

Seeing she was also somewhat moved, Li Zhen was very pleased.

Su Xie had a good nature but a restless temperament—ordinary young ladies probably couldn’t control him. But Wan’er was different. Wan’er was beautiful, gentle, and intelligent. Her Su Xie would surely like this cousin.

She understood her own son best. As long as Su Xie saw Wan’er, he would definitely be moved.

The more Li Zhen thought about it, the more she felt this marriage couldn’t be better. If she brought Wan’er back to the residence, her husband wouldn’t have to worry daily about Song Lan’an not treating Wan’er well.

“Just think about it, just think about it. I’ll write to your uncle to make him happy too.”

Song Wan was about to stop her, but saw Li Zhen smiling as she went with her maid to the guest quarters where the Song residence was hosting her.

When Li Zhen left the next day, she repeatedly urged Song Wan to consider it carefully.

Unable to make up her own mind, Song Wan mentioned this matter to Song Fu.

Song Fu had also been worrying about her future prospects these days. Hearing about this, he was somewhat moved as well.

Setting aside what Su Xie was like, just Uncle, Maternal Aunt, and Eldest Cousin Su Zhen would protect Wan’er and ensure she lived safely and worry-free for life.

He thought about his sister’s future path day and night. Even when on duty at the Ministry of Personnel, when he had free time, he couldn’t help but be distracted.

Shen Qianyu looked rather curiously at the worried Song Fu and, after thinking, couldn’t help but approach.

“This prince sees Lord Song lost in sorrow. I wonder what troubles you?”

Chapter 146: A Suitable Match
“Your Highness, the Crown Prince,” Song Fu bowed respectfully. Shen Qianyu raised his hand in a gesture for him to rise.

Since Shen Qianyu had his identity restored, he had been intending to reserve the position of Eastern Palace Minister for Song Fu. However, he hadn’t found a suitable opportunity in recent days. As he happened to have some official business at the Ministry of Personnel these past few days, he sought him out first.

Who would have known that Song Fu would wear such a worried expression today, troubled by something unknown?

Song Fu rose, pausing slightly when he saw Shen Qianyu’s face.

He always felt the Crown Prince bore a striking resemblance to Jiang Yan’s friend, yet upon closer inspection there were subtle differences.

“Your Highness…”

Shen Qianyu laughed openly: “Lord Song’s thoughts are correct. I hope you’ll help me keep this secret.”

Song Fu was slightly surprised, but quickly concealed his astonishment.

The two could be considered old acquaintances, so Song Fu harbored less wariness toward Shen Qianyu. His thin lips parted slightly, and after a moment’s thought he smiled faintly: “It’s about my younger sister at home.”

“Oh? The legitimate young miss of the Song Family?”

Thinking that Song Wan was also indirectly acquainted with the Crown Prince, Song Fu nodded without avoiding the topic.

“The family intends to arrange another marriage for her…”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes widened, and he was about to inquire further when a colleague from the Ministry of Personnel entered from outside.

Upon seeing Song Fu, the man said: “Gentleman Song, there’s a young master surnamed Yang outside looking for you, saying he’s a relative from your household.”

“Yang?”

Song Fu frowned, knowing this person must be Yang Xun.

“Thank you, Lord Li.”

After thanking the messenger, Song Fu walked out of the Ministry of Personnel’s office.

Shen Qianyu exchanged a few pleasantries with Lord Li before losing patience, striding toward the office entrance and following behind Song Fu.

“Your High…”

Shen Qianyu laughed openly, without the slightest awareness of disturbing others: “I shall accompany you outside.”

Song Fu was thoroughly bewildered by this behavior, but he couldn’t dismiss the Crown Prince as he would others, and could only let Shen Qianyu follow.

Upon seeing Yang Xun, he dropped a line saying “Lord Song, attend to your business first, I’m in no hurry,” then walked to another spot at the office entrance.

Though he seemingly gave Song Fu and the other person space to converse, in truth… with slightly raised voices, he could hear their conversation.

This behavior puzzled Song Fu, but he had always believed that as long as one acted uprightly, there was nothing to fear from others knowing, so he let him be.

“Brother Song.”

“I wonder what brings Brother Yang here today?”

Yang Xun pursed his lips slightly, then said: “To be frank, I’ve come today to propose marriage to Brother Song.”

“By rights I should go to the Song residence to meet Lord Song in person, but upon reflection I felt it better to speak with Brother Song first.”

Yang Xun’s voice was gentle and his tone amiable, yet Shen Qianyu found it most disagreeable to hear.

Standing to the side, he knitted his brows, glancing at Yang Xun from head to toe with sidelong eyes.

This person was about the same age as him, but his appearance was truly ordinary, and his entire bearing seemed lukewarm and lacking in vigor. Though his clothing appeared refined, it was not the scholar’s robe commonly worn by literati.

Frowning slightly, Shen Qianyu felt dissatisfied.

This person likely came from a merchant family.

His eyebrow tails arched high, having completely forgotten the fact that he himself had concealed his identity as a traveling merchant for many years.

“I know I’m unworthy of the Song family’s legitimate daughter, but…”

Yang Xun continued with a faint smile: “I thought I should at least try. Since the matter hasn’t been formally settled, if Brother Song is dissatisfied with me, I absolutely won’t pester further.”

He had indeed found Yang Pianzhi’s behavior that day extremely contemptible, and had no particular thoughts about Song Wan. However, upon subsequently hearing what Yang Pianzhi said—that Song Wan had sent away all the servants by Madam Song’s side—he developed some admiration.

Seeing Song Fu remain silent, Yang Xun continued: “Both my parents have passed away, and I have no concubines in my household. If Miss Song would consent to marry down, everything in the family can be entrusted to her.”

“I have considerable land holdings. Though Miss Song might not be able to live as she does at the Song residence if she marries down, I can definitely ensure she’ll want for neither food nor clothing.”

The Yang family’s assets truly couldn’t compare to the Song and Jiang families, these noble houses of generations, but among the locals they were a renowned clan of considerable standing.

Moreover, with Yang family affairs now entirely in his hands, Song Wan would become the mistress of the household upon marriage.

He had heard of Song Wan’s temperament and capabilities, which were extremely rare to him.

If Song Wan married him, it would only benefit the Yang family.

As for whether she was remarrying, merchant families like the Yang clan paid it no mind at all. Such matters only concerned the great noble families in the capital; once in Jiangnan, who would know her identity and background?

Yang Xun said: “I hope Brother Song will give it due consideration. Whether it succeeds or not…”

He extended the礼物 gift he was carrying toward Song Fu: “This is but a small token of my sincerity.”

Song Fu lowered his eyes, making no immediate response.

This was also his first time encountering such a matter.

The Yang family’s status was too low, but for Song Wan this wasn’t entirely a bad thing.

Though Yang Xun’s humble origins would mean some grievances for Wan’er if she married him, by the same token the Yang family was very easy to control. Even Wan’er herself would have no problem controlling the entire Yang clan.

The only question was whether Wan’er would be inclined toward the Yang family.

“I understand. Allow me to consider this matter.”

Taking the gift from Yang Xun’s hands, Song Fu responded blandly.

Shen Qianyu, standing to the side, widened his eyes, feeling that Song Fu wasn’t as sincere toward Song Wan as he had imagined.

Such a family and he was still saying he’d consider it?

A lowly merchant family—what was there to consider?

Shen Qianyu’s expression darkened slightly as his gaze swept over Yang Xun again with harsh scrutiny.

Not only was this man’s family background inappropriate, his appearance was extremely ordinary. Thrown into a crowd, one could probably lose sight of him in the blink of an eye. Such a person probably hadn’t read many books either—could he possibly have anything in common to discuss with Song Wan?

He’d probably barely read any books and likely couldn’t even recognize many characters.

Shen Qianyu stood to the side with a gloomy expression, shaking his head inwardly.

This person was truly unworthy—how could he possibly be fit to be the husband of the Emperor’s teacher?

As soon as Yang Xun left, Shen Qianyu walked to Song Fu’s side with a serious expression: “This person wishes to seek the Song family’s legitimate daughter in marriage?”

Song Fu felt somewhat awkward, momentarily unsure how to respond to the Crown Prince.

A match between the Song family’s legitimate daughter and the Yang family was indeed quite inappropriate.

Just as he was pondering how to phrase his response, Song Fu heard Shen Qianyu say: “This family’s status is truly too low. If Miss Song were to marry such a person, in the future when she returns to the capital she would have to bow and kneel to others, and in all interactions with family relatives she would be beneath them.”

Song Fu hadn’t considered this aspect, but now that Shen Qianyu mentioned it, he realized the impropriety.

Indeed it was so. In the future, whether Song Yao or Song Nian, or even Song Zhao, none would marry into merchant commoner families.

For Wan’er as their elder legitimate sister to have to bow to them…

The thought that had just arisen instantly faded. Song Fu said: “Indeed I was careless. Looking at it this way, it would be better to let Wan’er marry into the Su family.”

“The Su family?”

Shen Qianyu wondered to himself when another Su family had appeared.

“It’s my siblings’ maternal clan.”

Shen Qianyu’s brow furrowed tightly: “The son of Lord Su Qian?”

“Precisely.”

Su Qian’s son seemed impeccable. After a long while, Shen Qianyu slowly exhaled a sentence: “The family background is fairly suitable.”

Chapter 147: Maternal Cousin
Even after returning to the Eastern Palace, Shen Qianyu was still troubled by Song Wan’s marriage prospects.

Though Su Qian was Song Wan’s legitimate maternal uncle and probably wouldn’t mistreat her, he didn’t know what kind of temperament Su Qian’s son possessed.

When a woman married, she didn’t live with her parents-in-law. If her bedside companion had a terrible disposition, how could she have peaceful days ahead?

Song Wan had helped him greatly—how could he bear to watch her enter another pit of fire, once again entrusting herself to the wrong person?

Somewhat irritably flicking his robe, Shen Qianyu rose and headed to Dong Chang.

At Dong Chang, Wan Xiao was leisurely drinking wine and listening to music. Seeing the Crown Prince’s gloomy expression, he couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

Somehow, upon seeing Shen Qianyu’s expression, he felt that today’s matter was seventy percent likely related to the Song family’s legitimate daughter.

“How leisurely you are. Does Dong Chang have nothing to do?”

Wan Xiao’s eyes held a resentful look as he thought to himself that his master’s appearance of finding fault everywhere was ninety-nine percent related to Song Wan.

“Has something happened to the Song family’s legitimate daughter?”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes immediately widened: “Have you heard something?”

Wan Xiao thought to himself: as expected.

His brow furrowed slightly as his gaze swept toward Shen Qianyu. Suddenly enlightened, he understood the reason for his master’s abnormal behavior.

However…

This matter was truly difficult to handle!

Restraining the smile on his face, Wan Xiao said: “I wonder which matter Your Highness refers to?”

“What matter are you referring to?”

“This subordinate heard some time ago that the old servants who had attended Madam Song for many years were all sent back to the Su residence by the Song family’s legitimate daughter.”

“For what reason?”

“It’s said that Madam Song brought an outside man to the residence to meet Miss Song for matchmaking purposes.”

A fierce look flashed in Shen Qianyu’s eyes: “Was his surname Yang?”

Wan Xiao nodded: “Precisely.”

“What a Song Lan’an! What is he even doing? Allowing someone to humiliate his legitimate daughter in such a manner? Does he also think that because Song Wan left the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, she can be casually insulted by anyone?”

Shen Qianyu’s tone carried seventy percent anger. Wan Xiao stole a glance and dared not speak.

He was deathly afraid his master would suddenly become enlightened and set his mind on the Song family’s legitimate daughter.

“Why aren’t you speaking? Usually you have plenty to say, don’t you?”

Wan Xiao’s brow furrowed tightly. After a long while he squeezed out a sentence about how Song Lan’an truly was inhuman.

However, upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu said: “Though Song Lan’an indeed cannot be called a loving father, he is ultimately Song Wan’s biological father and can also be considered this prince’s mentor. How can you speak of him thus?”

“…”

Wan Xiao coughed lightly, feeling that he’d best find some distant assignment recently—going away for three to five months would be good, to avoid being scolded daily until he no longer knew how to speak.

“Why are you acting like a sealed gourd again?”

Wan Xiao let out a long sigh: “This subordinate will have someone prepare a bowl of cooling medicine to reduce Your Highness’s internal heat. Your Highness, please wait a moment. This subordinate will return shortly.”

“What cooling medicine to drink in the dead of winter…”

Though he said this, Shen Qianyu still allowed Wan Xiao to do as he wished without stopping him.

The truth was he didn’t know where this vexation filling his heart came from. The inexplicable stuffiness made him want to be angry yet he couldn’t find anything to be angry about.

Perhaps he truly had excessive liver fire recently, which was why he found everything disagreeable.

Wan Xiao brought over a bowl of cooled bitter tea and handed it to Shen Qianyu. Without even looking, Shen Qianyu drained it in one gulp.

After drinking, he said: “Go find two people to investigate whether these sons of the Su and Yang families have character and temperament worth entrusting someone to.”

Wan Xiao waved his hand, and two Dong Chang agents stepped forward. He gave them a few instructions and dispatched them to investigate.

When no one else was around, Wan Xiao spoke leisurely: “This subordinate feels that if Miss Song could truly marry into the Su residence, it would be all benefit and no harm for her.”

Raising his eyes to glance at Shen Qianyu, he continued probing: “Miss Song must remarry sooner or later. She is remarrying, and being able to enter the Su family’s doors is already the best possible outcome. This subordinate wonders what dissatisfaction Your Highness still has?”

“What dissatisfaction does this prince have? This prince has no dissatisfaction.”

“It’s merely that this prince still doesn’t know what that Su family son’s character is like. If he’s a wayward good-for-nothing, it would be better not to marry at all.”

Wan Xiao shook his head: “This subordinate rather feels that going to the Su residence would be much better than staying at the Song residence.”

Shen Qianyu fixed his gaze on Wan Xiao: “You’ve developed a habit of contradicting me nowadays.”

“This subordinate wouldn’t dare.”

Not daring to probe too much, Wan Xiao looked at Shen Qianyu’s appearance—restlessness evident in every corner of his eyes and brows—and closed his mouth.

He didn’t wish to say more now. If that Song family daughter could smoothly remarry and suppress his master’s budding thoughts before they arose, that would be best of all.

For a moment there was no conversation. Shen Qianyu toyed with the tassel on the small table, lost in thought.

The person sent to investigate returned to Dong Chang in less than half an hour. One of them reported: “Your Highness, Lord Su Qian has only three legitimate sons. The eldest son Su Zhen and second son Su Tan are both already married, and their wives’ clans are…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand: “What about the third son?”

The agent said: “The third son Su Xie just turned sixteen this year. He came to the capital with Madam Su this time because he’s entering Jingshan Academy to study. This son is clever and obedient, but being young, he’s somewhat stubborn.”

“The Su family maintains upright conduct. Apart from studying and socializing with classmates, Su Xie’s only hobbies are cricket fighting, playing cuju, and such things.”

After briefly describing Su Xie’s usual manner of receiving people and handling affairs, Shen Qianyu impatiently waved his hand to interrupt.

The other person’s account of Yang Xun was much the same as what Yang Xun himself had said. The only difference was that Yang Xun had years ago proposed marriage to his teacher’s daughter. However, that woman had some disability in both legs, and had consecutively observed mourning for her parents, missing her prime years, which was why she had refused him.

Though the two now had some contact, it was mostly Yang Xun providing for this woman. One couldn’t really say there was anything improper between them.

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu said: “This account clearly shows the man has feelings and the woman is willing—it’s merely that due to women’s thin face, having refused once she finds it difficult to speak again. The two are one unmarried and one unwed—this prince finds them extremely suitable.”

“Go find an opportunity to have that Yang Xun marry his teacher’s daughter. This would also create a fine romance.”

Wan Xiao cast a meaningful glance at the bewildered agent, who nodded blankly and withdrew.

Having served at Dong Chang for many years, he’d done plenty of investigation and assassination work, but playing matchmaker for others—this truly was a first.

The remaining agent looked at Shen Qianyu, his eyes likewise carrying some inexplicable confusion.

Shen Qianyu hooked the tassel on the small table with an inscrutable expression. Wan Xiao began: “The Su family’s third young master and Miss Song are truly quite suit…”

“This prince will meet him personally.”

His gaze was sharp as he looked at Wan Xiao, who said softly: “This subordinate feels this method is feasible.”

Shen Qianyu rose, the restlessness between his brows instantly dissipating as he left Dong Chang with light steps.

The Su family had long resided in Baoding Prefecture, so though Su Xie wasn’t entirely familiar with the capital, he had several former classmates studying there. Now that he’d arrived, naturally he had to host his classmates for tea and reminisce about old times.

Shen Qianyu merely had someone inquire slightly before encountering Su Xie, whose stature hadn’t yet fully developed.

Su Xie was still young, his face bearing the unique frivolity and flamboyance of youth. But because the Su family all possessed outstanding looks, he had a refined handsomeness like jade, which combined with the faint aristocratic bearing of a distinguished family emanating from his whole being, easily won people’s favor.

Shen Qianyu stood at the entrance of Cuiwei Tower, watching Su Xie pour tea for his friends. His eyebrow arched as he calmly walked inside.

Chapter 148: Nanqing
Cuiwei Tower was originally Shen Qianyu’s territory. This place had initially been used by Dong Chang to investigate market rumors and monitor whether officials from various government offices in the capital had any unlawful conduct. Later it was appropriated by Duan Yiting for his own use.

After Shen Qianyu and Wan Xiao joined forces to eliminate Duan Yiting, this place became a resting spot for the two outside the palace.

Everyone here, whether the proprietor or the servers, were all Dong Chang people. Thus, as soon as Shen Qianyu appeared, someone came forward.

Walking to the proprietor’s side, Shen Qianyu had someone send two pots of fine wine and a plate of cured meat to Su Xie’s table.

“This is sent by our proprietor. Young masters, please enjoy.”

Su Xie’s classmate said: “Zixuan, you have other friends in the capital?”

Su Xie shook his head, somewhat puzzled as he asked: “May I ask who your proprietor is?”

The proprietor pointed to Shen Qianyu standing not far away: “That gentleman is our proprietor.”

Seeing Su Xie and the others looking his way, Shen Qianyu generously walked over.

“Young Master Sun, it’s truly fortunate to see you today. I wonder if your elder brother is well?”

A youth with an arrogant countenance beside Su Xie squinted at Shen Qianyu. After thinking for a long while, he finally uttered: “So it’s you.”

“This is a friend of my elder brother, surnamed…”

“My humble surname is Xiao. I’m a few years older than all of you. If young masters would do me the honor, you may call me Brother Xiao.”

The youth surnamed Sun called out “Brother Xiao,” and Su Xie followed suit.

Young Master Sun’s father was the Junior Minister of the Court of Imperial Sacrifices. His elder brother was socially adept and had connections with sons of various families in the capital. Shen Qianyu had often dealt with his elder brother and had met him several times as well.

However, Shen Qianyu had never previously appeared in his true form, so this youth pondered for quite a while before realizing who the person before him was.

Seeing Shen Qianyu’s outstanding appearance and his every gesture and movement exuding the bearing of someone in a position of authority, Su Xie couldn’t help but guess this person must have some background. If he could befriend him, it would surely be all benefit and no harm. He thus yielded the seat beside him and invited Shen Qianyu to sit.

Young Master Sun kept scrutinizing Shen Qianyu, always feeling something was strange but unable to put his finger on it.

Shen Qianyu paid him no mind, instead conversing very pleasantly with Su Xie.

He was widely experienced and sophisticated in his dealings. After merely two or three cups of wine, he had these greenhorn youths looking at him with admiration. Even the previously arrogant Young Master Sun had lost his haughtiness, staring at Shen Qianyu with continuous praise.

During this period, he had won over countless old foxes in court—a few young sprouts were even easier. In no more than the time it takes to burn a stick of incense, Su Xie and the others were opening their hearts to him, speaking of intimate matters.

A youth surnamed Cui, having drunk some wine, said with a flushed face: “So… my family arranged such a match for me.”

“If only that elder sister of mine had been born male, I wouldn’t have to marry that tigress who manages me at every turn.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu’s eyes lit up—finally he’d found an opening.

Turning to look at Su Xie, who was eating with relish, he coughed lightly and said in a low voice: “When taking a wife, it’s still better to choose someone with a gentle temperament.”

Su Xie nodded in agreement.

Seeing that Su Xie’s expression remained unchanged upon hearing talk of marriage, showing no particular reaction, Shen Qianyu guessed that Madam Su hadn’t yet spoken to him about the match with Song Wan.

After thinking briefly, he continued: “The common saying goes that a virtuous wife means fewer troubles for the husband, but having someone beside you who’s merely virtuous is also insufficient.”

“Especially if the woman is older than oneself, she’ll surely be dignified and restrained, rarely showing gentle tenderness. If she also has a rigid temperament, wouldn’t she end up treating her husband like a son to manage?”

“After finally getting married, not only can one not hold soft jade and warm fragrance in one’s arms, but one gains an additional ‘mother’ to respectfully obey and be disciplined by. Such a situation… won’t do, won’t do at all.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head, and Su Xie, holding his wine cup, also shook his head along with him.

Seeing he’d taken it to heart, Shen Qianyu set down his wine cup: “If in the future a match is arranged that doesn’t suit your wishes, you must decline early to avoid suffering like your classmate.”

Su Xie sighed: “Marriages are by parents’ command and matchmakers’ word. If a match is truly settled, where would there be room for maneuvering?”

Shen Qianyu patted Su Xie’s shoulder and said with a warm smile: “Then you’d have to spend a lifetime facing each other speechlessly with a woman you don’t care for.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu had the Cuiwei Tower servers bring more food and wine for the group, while he himself went up to the third floor.

His trip outside the palace today was far from being merely for such a trivial matter as Su Xie.

Restraining his wine-scented air, Shen Qianyu pushed open the door to a private room in Cuiwei Tower.

Walking to the deepest part of the room, he raised his hand to tap open the hidden door behind the wardrobe and bent to step inside.

“This subordinate pays respects to Master.”

Liu Changque knelt in salute. Shen Qianyu helped him to his feet.

“How is Uncle Yan?”

Liu Changque said: “This subordinate has already transmitted news of the Dongning ruler’s assassination of their monarch to Nanqing. Qin Zhan flew into a great rage. Now the court is planning to send Qin Rao as envoy to Dongning. It seems Master will be able to see Uncle Yan before long.”

Qin Rao.

Upon hearing Qin Rao’s name, murderous intent surged in Shen Qianyu’s eyes, but he quickly suppressed it.

The other party knew Uncle Yan had shown him kindness. If sent as envoy to Dongning, they would surely bring Uncle Yan along to use as leverage against him.

“Was it said when they’ll depart?”

“By this subordinate’s calculation, they should arrive around next winter.”

Shen Qianyu nodded, already unable to wait to meet the Qin siblings, Qin Zhan and Qin Rao, again.

“Have you obtained the roster of Nanqing’s agents in Dongning?”

Liu Changque pulled out a palm-sized jade slip from his breast and handed it to him. Shen Qianyu received it and held it before candlelight. On the wall, seven or eight lines of text faintly appeared. After quickly scanning and committing them to memory, he forcefully snapped the jade slip into several pieces.

“Return now. Go back and care for Uncle Yan. We’ll meet again next winter.”

Liu Changque kowtowed, then departed from the room.

Shen Qianyu returned to his own private room through the secret passage, then retrieved the black bow and arrows from under the bed.

Only after night had deepened considerably did he leave Cuiwei Tower dressed entirely in black.

Whether Emperor Wenhui or Jiang Man, they all thought his aim was the position of Crown Prince—that once he’d restored his status as Crown Prince, he could be satisfied and stop there.

But what he wanted was far more than this.

Gripping the black bow tightly, Shen Qianyu moved through the capital’s dark streets and alleys concealed in shadow.

Nanqing’s agents couldn’t be allowed to remain, and Emperor Wenhui likewise couldn’t be allowed to remain.

Every humiliation he’d suffered in Nanqing, though dealt by the hands of Qin Zhan and Qin Rao, had Emperor Wenhui as the true culprit behind it all.

His opponents had never been those two children still wet behind the ears. What he’d always had his sights on were Shen Qianchi and his nominal imperial father.

Concealed and lying in wait on a rooftop, Shen Qianyu stared unblinkingly at a three-courtyard residence.

The winter roof tiles were bone-chillingly cold, yet lying on them, he was as if oblivious to it.

When held hostage in Nanqing, Qin Rao had once shackled his feet and locked him in stables, leaving him to lie naked in the snow for an entire night. Compared to that, what did his current situation amount to?

Deep night was silent. Occasional sleep-talking or dog barks couldn’t distract Shen Qianyu in the slightest.

As dawn broke faintly, a figure appeared in the courtyard—a man wearing white silk undergarments. The moment one foot stepped outside, Shen Qianyu drew his bow and released an arrow in one fluid motion.

With a thud, the man fell backward to the ground, making no further sound.

Shen Qianyu, carrying his bow, quickly disappeared into the capital’s streets.

Chapter 149: Jumping Into a Well
He hadn’t returned to the Eastern Palace last night, so Wan Xiao had kept vigil there all night. The moment he returned, he was blocked at the bedchamber entrance.

“Does Your Highness know this subordinate waited here for you all night?”

“What are you waiting for me for? Is Dong Chang truly so idle?”

Wan Xiao pressed his lips together, glanced at the thoroughly impatient Shen Qianyu, and frowned: “Should this subordinate have someone prepare another bowl of cooling medicine for you?”

He’d seen through it all—before the marriage between Song Wan and the Su family was ruined, his master’s temper probably wouldn’t subside.

“Prepare it, prepare it for this prince to drink. At least it’ll save me from being vexed and distracted daily, acting absurdly.”

Sprawling boldly on the Eastern Palace’s golden couch, Shen Qianyu lazily placed his hands behind his head: “Also send people to carefully monitor the Su family’s movements.”

Wan Xiao uttered a low “yes” and stood helplessly to the side.

As the two remained wordlessly silent, a young eunuch came from outside. Wan Xiao frowned slightly and stepped forward.

“Reporting to the Director, yesterday morning Lord Zhao, Grand Secretary of the Chancellery, was shot dead at his home. The assassin struck cleanly with a single arrow straight through the center of his brow, leaving no trace behind.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu stood and walked forward, frowning as he said to Wan Xiao: “This technique seems familiar.”

Wan Xiao dismissed the eunuch before speaking: “It’s nearly identical to how Your Highness shot the First Prince.”

“Indeed.”

“This person seems to have just pledged allegiance to Your Highness some days ago.”

Shen Qianyu’s expression grew solemn as he slowly nodded.

Wan Xiao said: “Did Your Highness encounter anything unusual while outside yesterday?”

“I did not. Are you suspecting me?”

Forcefully suppressing the urge to sigh, Wan Xiao said: “If Your Highness wished to kill a mere minor secretary of the Chancellery, would you need to personally take action?”

Shen Qianyu replied: “True enough.”

A palace maid brought the prepared cooling medicine. Shen Qianyu drank it in large gulps while listening to Wan Xiao speculate about who might have done this.

It wasn’t that he distrusted Wan Xiao—he was simply accustomed to dividing different matters among different people.

Whether concerning the outer court or inner palace, Wan Xiao knew every detail related to him, large and small. But the business dealings he conducted outside under the name Xiao Jiye with Jiang Yan—apart from the two of them, no one else knew.

Liu Changque was the same.

Regarding Nanqing matters, apart from the two of them, no one else could glimpse within.

Setting down the bowl, seeing Wan Xiao had already guessed it involved Jiang Man, Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but say: “What’s the point of endlessly speculating over such a trivial matter? Whether it was Jiang Man or not, what difference does it make?”

From beginning to end, he’d never taken Jiang Man or Shen Qianshu seriously.

A woman and a child still suckling—what could they possibly contend with him for? As long as he used Nanqing’s hands to eliminate Emperor Wenhui, who else in the realm could threaten him?

Wan Xiao also knew his master didn’t regard Jiang Man as an adversary. After speculating briefly, he too lost interest.

He was now more interested in another matter.

Wan Xiao coughed lightly and probed cautiously: “Master’s position is now stable. Have you considered the matter of the Crown Princess?”

“Crown Princess?”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow as he scrutinized Wan Xiao: “Do you miss women?”

“This subordinate is asking whether Your Highness has a candidate for Crown Princess in mind.”

“Your Highness is no longer young. The First Prince had already sired four princesses by your age. If you… continue without offspring, I fear you’ll be criticized by court officials in the future, which would destabilize your claim to the throne.”

“Criticized?”

Shen Qianyu scoffed: “Even if this prince ends his line completely, this imperial position will remain stable.”

“……”

Wan Xiao no longer wished to engage with him. Just as he was preparing to seek out Ji Rong, before his leg had even stepped out, he heard Shen Qianyu say: “However, a Crown Princess must eventually be had.”

Speaking of the Crown Princess, Shen Qianyu’s face was full of contempt.

He’d always detested women. Just the thought of having a useless woman who only knew how to throw tantrums and act jealous constantly by his side in the future made him extremely vexed.

His disgust was far too obvious. Wan Xiao thought for a moment and said: “Your Highness should put this matter on the agenda. There truly aren’t many in court qualified to be Crown Princess.”

“Women’s youth is fleeting. Once they reach the proper age, marriage discussions begin. If already betrothed, no matter how suitable, Your Highness cannot very well steal a subject’s wife and must choose someone else.”

Shen Qianyu said: “Aren’t all women under heaven the same? You may select one at random.”

Women under heaven…

Wan Xiao sighed: “How many women has Your Highness actually dealt with?”

“Two or three, I suppose.”

Shen Qianyu was utterly indifferent.

Apart from Song Wan, to whom he owed gratitude as a teacher and whom he’d never regarded as an ordinary delicate woman, all the others he’d encountered were ruthless and vicious types—enough to make him thoroughly disgusted.

Wan Xiao had initially wanted to follow this thread to settle on a Crown Princess candidate, but he didn’t dare speak further. After hemming and hawing for a moment, he lost patience along with Shen Qianyu.

He was a eunuch—what did he know about such matters?

These romantic affairs of love—better leave them for his master to worry about himself. Perhaps before his master became enlightened, that Song family daughter would have remarried several times over.

Shrugging his shoulders, Wan Xiao completely gave up on his master’s bedchamber affairs.

The two discussed court affairs for a few more exchanges before Wan Xiao’s personal attendant entered.

Apparently someone had come to report that Su Xie had been severely beaten by Song Fu at the residence today. Supposedly his cries and wails were utterly pitiful.

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu stood up with a smile.

“Oh? Do we know what it was about?”

The person said: “The agent reported that Young Master Su Xie went early this morning to the Ministry of Personnel offices to seek Gentleman Song. After Gentleman Song finished his shift, the two returned to the Song residence together. Before they’d even reached Gentleman Song’s courtyard, Young Master Su was knocked to the ground with a single punch from Gentleman Song.”

“Before falling, Young Master Su said something about refusing to have a remarrying cousin forced upon him, that he’d die before agreeing to this match.”

“How outrageous—he dares to be picky?”

Shen Qianyu’s brow and eyes turned fierce, suppressed anger in his heart.

A woman he himself wouldn’t dare disparage even once—yet that Su Xie, whose hair hadn’t even fully grown in, dared to come to the door to humiliate her?

Youthful temperament was most susceptible to provocation. He knew the few words he’d said would surely make Su Xie resist Song Wan, who was older than him and had a reputation for being rigid and proper.

But he’d never imagined Su Xie would dare use Song Wan’s remarrying status to refuse this marriage.

Such blatant humiliation—any sensitive person learning of it would surely grieve inwardly while forcing a smile.

The image of Song Wan smiling faintly under the moonlight that day floated before his eyes. Shen Qianyu felt inexplicably vexed again, his internal fire surging.

Wan Xiao looked at him, feeling his master had truly made a terrible move.

For Su Xie to refuse this marriage, he would necessarily use this point, as this was the only thing that could make Song Fu, who cherished his sister, firmly resolve to reject the Su family.

Su Xie had probably quarreled with Madam Su, and only when that failed had he run to the Song residence himself.

Stealing a glance at Shen Qianyu, Wan Xiao secretly felt pity for that Song family daughter.

If not for his master’s meddling, Song Wan might well have gained an excellent marriage match, marrying into the Su residence to enjoy her uncle and aunt’s doting affection. That woman was already clever—what difficulty would there be in managing a youth still young in years?

Now it had come to this. The reputation of severing family ties was already unpleasant to hear—now add to it being publicly refused for remarrying, and she’d probably never finish enduring the cold stares from within the household alone.

Thinking of this, Wan Xiao’s brow furrowed.

That woman… she wouldn’t become distraught and throw herself down a well, would she?

Chapter 150: Youth
Shen Qianyu sat up and lay down on the couch repeatedly, unable to calm his emotions after numerous attempts.

He felt he understood Song Wan fairly well. He knew that woman had a sensitive heart, keeping everything inside and being too ashamed to show weakness before others. Now that she’d suffered such great humiliation, she probably wouldn’t say anything against Su Xie. To avoid worrying her elder brother and maternal aunt and uncle, she’d likely even comfort others instead.

The more he thought about it, the rougher Shen Qianyu’s breathing became. He’d actually worked himself into a fury.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao rubbed his nose and said softly: “Your Highness…”

“What?”

His tone was quite aggressive. Wan Xiao coughed lightly: “Didn’t you say some days ago you had important business with Gentleman Song?”

Shen Qianyu said: “That’s indeed so. Since I’m free today, I’ll go seek out Song Fu to discuss matters.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu changed into everyday clothes and went to visit the Song residence.

The Song residence was quite lively at the moment—after all, Song Fu striking someone was a first in this lifetime.

A group of maids and older servants wanted to intervene but didn’t dare step forward. Left with no choice, they could only inform Song Wan of this matter.

“Elder brother… struck someone?”

“Miss, please go quickly and look. If the young master cousin is seriously injured, that would be terrible.”

“Young master cousin?”

Song Wan blinked slightly, immediately understanding what had happened.

It must be that Su Xie disagreed with this match and came seeking her elder brother. For her brother to lose his gentlemanly composure and resort to violence, Su Xie must have said something disagreeable.

Setting down the hand-knotted ornament she was holding, Song Wan called Jinshu and Luanjian to accompany her to Song Fu’s courtyard.

“Cousin, even if you beat me to death today, I won’t comply—I refuse unto death.”

When Song Wan entered the courtyard, she saw Su Xie lying in the center of the yard with tears in his eyes.

Song Fu stood to the side with an iron-blue expression.

When Su Xie had sought him out today, he’d known the other party was coming about the matter of the two families’ marriage alliance. Song Fu had intended to have a proper discussion with Su Xie, so he’d had him return to the residence together.

Who would have known that as soon as the two entered the residence, Su Xie couldn’t wait to refuse this match?

How could his Song Fu’s sister be humiliated in such a manner?

The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. Song Fu was preparing to teach this spoiled younger cousin another lesson when he heard Song Wan speak: “Elder brother, we have a guest at the residence?”

Song Wan’s tone was gentle and measured. A single sentence was enough to make Song Fu restrain his temper.

Not actually for Su Xie’s sake, but because he feared Su Xie’s loose tongue might say more unpleasant things that would sadden Wan’er.

“Why have you come?”

Song Wan said: “Hearing that Third Cousin from the Su family has come to visit, Wan’er came to meet him.”

She nodded slightly to Jinshu beside her. Jinshu stepped forward, preparing to help Su Xie up, but saw Su Xie dazedly climb up from the ground himself, then fumble to straighten his clothing.

“Cou… Cousin?”

Su Xie’s face flushed red. When he looked toward Song Wan, he somewhat dared not raise his head.

No one had told him that Cousin Wan’er was so refined and beautiful!

The youth’s temperament was impulsive with a somewhat mercurial quality. Song Wan, unaware of his change in mood, stepped forward and looked him up and down. Seeing Su Xie had no obvious external injuries, only then did she set her mind at ease.

If she caused a rift between the Su and Song families over herself, that would be her sin.

Seeing Su Xie’s face tinged with red, Song Wan said: “When you were small, I once gave you candy. I wonder if Third Cousin still has any recollection?”

“I… I remember.”

Su Xie didn’t dare raise his head, only feeling his chest pounding ceaselessly.

“I heard from Aunt that you’ve entered Jingshan Academy? I prepared a congratulatory gift for you early on. Since you’ve come today, you can conveniently take it back.”

Luanjian stepped forward and handed Su Xie a set of the four treasures of the study. Su Xie held them dazedly, not daring to look at Song Wan.

His head lowered, he noticed a red envelope on the set of scholar’s items—the kind an elder would give a younger person upon first meeting. His heart felt hazy with this realization. In a daze, he raised his head to look at Song Wan.

Song Wan’s expression was gentle with a faint smile on her face. Seeing Su Xie gazing at her, she smiled radiantly.

Pure and refined elegance.

After these four characters floated into his mind, his head swam and he couldn’t think of anything else.

“Now that I’ve met Third Cousin, Wan’er will take her leave. Elder brother must be tired after finishing his shift. I hope you’ll rest well.”

Understanding this was meant to prevent him from striking again, Song Fu nodded and had a servant woman accompany Song Wan back to her courtyard.

“See the guest out.”

Su Xie raised his head. Song Fu also saw the red envelope Song Wan had given him. He snorted coldly: “Return home. You don’t expect me to keep you for a meal, do you?”

Having said this, Song Fu strode back into his own room.

The servant woman who personally attended Song Fu said: “Third Young Master, your wet nurse Ruan Pozi is this old servant’s younger sister. Please don’t take offense at this old servant’s blunt words.”

“The marriage between the two families hasn’t even been settled, yet you so eagerly rushed here to break off the engagement. Such behavior is truly extremely discourteous. Fortunately, we’re all family. If it were other families, the two residences would likely become enemies.”

“Moreover, you’re the young miss’s cousin. Madam originally intended to protect the young miss’s dignity and give her face. Your behavior both wounded the young miss’s heart and slighted Madam’s face. It’s truly…”

The servant woman sighed, her brow furrowed disapprovingly.

Su Xie, clutching the congratulatory gift in his arms, hadn’t heard a single word.

His gaze was fixed firmly on the red envelope with its delicate handwriting.

Actually, he knew of this cousin from the Song family.

The sensational matter of the daughter of the Grand Councillor of State severing ties with the Marquis of Chengyang and returning to her residence—even though he wasn’t in the capital, he’d heard of it. Moreover, when in Baoding Prefecture, classmates had often gossiped about this matter in front of him.

Before outsiders, he’d always defended Song Wan, but in his own heart, he harbored some resentment.

A cousin who’d failed in wifely virtue and whom he’d only met a few times in childhood had caused him to lose face, made him ashamed to face his classmates, and caused the Su family to be slandered for lax family discipline…

As a son of the Su family, how could he not resent this? How could he not feel dissatisfaction?

Therefore, he’d long held some grudge against Song Wan.

Thus, when his mother mentioned the marriage arrangement with the Song family yesterday, he’d refused on the spot.

But not only did his mother not listen to him, she kept insisting Song Wan was more than good enough for him—that he, Su Xie, would have to burn high incense and pray for three lifetimes before he might obtain such a marriage match.

Young and impulsive as he was, how could he listen to such words? In a fit of anger, he’d run to the Song residence.

At that time, his mind was full of “why should I?”

Why should a remarrying woman be more than good enough for him?

Why should he accommodate his aunt’s daughter and marry a woman who’d been cast aside?

Why should he—a renowned son of a distinguished family in Baoding Prefecture who could choose his marriage at will—marry someone his classmates called damaged goods?

But having seen Song Wan, Su Xie finally understood what his mother meant by saying he’d like her once he saw her.

Looking at the servant woman beside him, Su Xie spoke dazedly: “I… I… I didn’t actually…”

“Quickly send him back to the post station.”

Su Xie was still stammering when Song Fu angrily shouted, having someone quickly escort him away.

Nanny Song stood beside Song Fu and said: “The young master cousin really won’t do. As the youngest child in the family bearing no responsibilities, Lord Su and Madam probably rarely discipline him, which is why they’ve raised such an innocent and reckless temperament eager to prove his mettle.”

“Even if the young miss were to marry him, they’d likely be an incompatible couple, and she’d suffer greatly.”

She could guess Madam Su’s intentions somewhat—nothing more than seeing the young miss’s gentle and dignified temperament and hoping she could help discipline the young master cousin. But whether Madam Su had considered that youths have mercurial temperaments—even their parents as father and mother cannot control them, so how could a daughter-in-law manage him well?

“The young master cousin is young and doesn’t know how to cherish the young miss. Instead, he knows where to wound her most painfully. Looking at it this way, he’s actually inferior to that Yang family son.”

Song Fu’s brow furrowed slightly as he unconsciously nodded.

Chapter 151: Wedding Invitation
After Song Wan left, before she had even walked back to her own courtyard, she saw the steward matron from the outer courtyard approaching with a red invitation card.

Seeing Song Wan, the matron smiled and said, “Eldest Miss, the Bai family has sent an invitation. On the ninth of this month, Miss Bai will be getting married, and Madam Bai invites you to attend the banquet.”

“The wedding is happening so soon?”

A faint smile traced across Song Wan’s face as she took the invitation.

Lan Yunhe had reached marriageable age, and it seemed they were following the groom’s family’s wishes—that’s why the wedding was being arranged so hastily.

The mention of Lan Yunhe inevitably made her think of Jiang Jing. Song Wan’s heart grew heavy, and she felt a moment of sadness.

“Will Miss be going?”

“Naturally.”

Song Wan smiled gently. “Please trouble yourself, Nanny, to ask the gatehouse to help me send a reply card, saying that on that day I will go to add betrothal gifts for Miss Bai.”

“This old servant understands.”

The steward matron also asked about the congratulatory gifts Song Wan wanted to bring, informing her that everything would be properly prepared before taking her leave.

Song Wan’s thoughts were heavy as she clutched the red silk-wrapped invitation and headed toward her courtyard.

“Elder Sister.”

Song Yao walked over with her personal maidservant Youyou, standing before Song Wan biting her lip in silence.

“Second Sister, if you have something to say, just say it directly.”

Song Yao said, “Elder Sister, are you really going to attend a banquet outside the residence?”

“Why should I not be able to go?”

Song Yao didn’t answer, but instead said, “Elder Sister sent away all the old servants from Mother’s side back to the Su residence. Now Mother has no one available to her. Even in the evening when she wants the small kitchen to prepare a stewed soup, no one responds. Mother’s authority in the residence has been swept away. Is Elder Sister happy about this?”

Song Wan frowned slightly. “Second Sister, who is your etiquette nanny?”

“What, does Elder Sister want to send my etiquette nanny back to the Su family as well?”

Song Wan’s tone grew cold. “A matron who has taught you to speak such nonsense and confuse right and wrong—I’m afraid even the Su family wouldn’t want her.”

“When did I speak nonsense?”

Song Wan said to Jinshu beside her, “Go fetch all the steward matrons from the kitchen and see exactly who dares to treat the household’s mistress this way.”

Song Yao’s expression became flustered as she hastily spoke, “Why must Elder Sister do this? Ever since you returned to the residence, you’ve stirred up nothing but trouble. Elder Sister knows full well your reputation is ruined—why did you still agree to the Su family’s marriage proposal? And now you’ve even had Third Cousin come to the door to refuse the marriage. Do you know how humiliating this is for the other daughters of the family?”

For a woman to have her engagement refused was already disgraceful enough, yet Song Wan had been repeatedly rejected and cast aside. As her legitimate younger sister, her own face had been completely lost along with it.

“Yesterday, my close friend sent a letter asking about all this chaos. Now Elder Sister isn’t confined to the residence—instead, you want to go out and attend banquets, making a spectacle of yourself… Elder Sister, aren’t you afraid of losing even the last shred of the Song residence’s dignity?”

Song Wan was about to speak when Nanny Song behind her interrupted, “Eldest Miss, the Crown Prince has arrived at the residence and has bestowed gifts upon you and the other young misses.”

“The Crown Prince?”

Song Yao pressed her lips together, her cheeks flushing with a layer of thin red.

Father had arranged for two etiquette nannies who had served in the palace to be sent to her and Song Nian’s sides. This had given her some speculations about her marriage prospects.

Moreover, although Mother hadn’t spoken of it explicitly, the implications in her words and behavior were enough for her to guess what might be happening.

This was precisely why she harbored such resentment toward Song Wan.

Song Wan had repeatedly damaged the reputation of the Song family daughters. Song Wan herself was already a rejected woman, so of course she wasn’t afraid of anything. But she and Song Nian couldn’t bear such consequences.

After all, the status of legitimate daughter of the Song family was sufficient to qualify for the position of Crown Princess. But if, because of Song Wan’s actions, she could only become a Crown Prince’s Secondary Consort at most, the disparity would be more than just slight.

Thinking that she might lose her qualification to become the mother of a nation because of Song Wan, Song Yao felt her heart grow stuffy, a lump of air stuck in her throat that she couldn’t swallow down.

“The Young Master asks if Miss wishes to go pay respects and offer thanks to the Crown Prince?”

“Although we should offer thanks, the mistress is indisposed, and it’s not proper for inner chamber women to see outsiders…”

“How is it that Elder Sister now says it’s improper to see people? Weren’t you just about to go out to attend a banquet?”

Song Yao’s voice grew lower and lower, her tone increasingly urgent.

She wanted to see the Crown Prince.

Song Wan didn’t want to, but she did!

Clutching the handkerchief in her hand, Song Yao’s face flushed red with anxiety.

Nanny Song glanced at her, her brows furrowing tightly. “Miss…”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “Since Second Sister wants to see the Crown Prince, go ahead and offer your thanks.”

Song Yao’s face lit with joy. Dropping a quick word about changing clothes, she turned and left. Song Wan then returned to her own courtyard with Jinshu and Luanjian.

When she returned to her courtyard, she finally saw five or six boxes piled up in the room. Song Wan was somewhat surprised. “Were all these bestowed by the Crown Prince?”

Heng Zhi nodded and moved close to Song Wan, saying, “The matron who manages records in the residence came to say that the Crown Prince specifically named these things to be bestowed upon Miss. Second Miss and Third Miss each only received one palm-sized small box containing two thumbnail-sized auspicious jade carvings.”

Items bestowed by palace dignitaries all needed to be properly preserved. Apart from daily-use items that would be distributed to individuals, everything else had to be stored in the residence’s storeroom to avoid damage from bumps and scratches.

After the record-keeping matron delivered the items, she had lavishly praised Miss’s good fortune.

If their young miss were unmarried, the Crown Prince’s intentions would be quite obvious. But now…

It was really hard to say what it meant.

Heng Zhi looked puzzled. Song Wan casually opened a box on the table and saw that inside were various seasonal tribute items—besides food and snacks, there were also some melons, fruits, and fine teas.

Song Wan smiled sweetly. “It must be that Ji Rong said something to the Crown Prince.”

The bestowed items were still fairly ordinary, but they were much more substantial than what was given to Song Yao and Song Nian. This intention to elevate her status was quite obvious.

“I’m afraid Ji Rong knows I sent away the people at Mother’s side and has guessed something.”

“Prepare ink and brush—I want to send Ji Rong a letter.”

Handing the red invitation to Heng Zhi, Song Wan wrote a brief letter to Ji Rong. Though the words in the letter were plain, they carried a sense of intimacy and familiarity.

After finishing, Song Wan carefully sealed the letter. “Send this to Elder Brother and tell him to find an opportunity to deliver it to Ji Rong’s hands.”

As the Crown Prince’s close attendant, Ji Rong would most likely accompany him today.

Having finished her tasks and seeing that only her own people remained in the room, Heng Zhi clutched the Bai family invitation and said, “Miss, are you really going to attend the banquet?”

“I’m afraid others outside will gossip terribly…”

Song Wan smiled. “When people live in this world, how can they not be slandered and criticized?”

“Even sages are constantly attacked by ignorant scoundrels—what more ordinary people?”

Whether it was her severing ties with Jiang Xingjian or Su Xie coming to refuse the marriage, these things had indeed damaged her reputation. But she didn’t feel she had done anything wrong. Song Wan believed she had acted righteously and sat with a clear conscience. She feared neither gods and spirits above nor felt ashamed before people below—so why should she feel unable to face anyone?

“Heng Zhi, I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“A true gentleman doesn’t speak ill of others. Those who constantly hang others’ difficulties on their lips are mostly not gentlemen at all.”

“So why should I live in fear because of petty people’s words?”

“The more I fear others’ gossip, the more I’ll hear such voices. Because those people, seeing you afraid and seeing you hide, know where your pain lies and how to hurt you most deeply.”

“Words are weapons that harm people, but if I’m not afraid, no one can do anything to me.”

Song Wan stood up and opened the persimmons Shen Qianyu had sent over, smiling as she brought them close to her nose to smell.

“Heng Zhi, we’re not only going to attend the Bai family banquet—we’re going to go happily. When those who want to harm me realize that I’m not moved by their words and won’t be hurt by their actions, they’ll find it boring and naturally give up.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi’s eyes reddened as she nodded firmly.

The mistress and servant pair savored the persimmons bestowed by the Crown Prince in the room, while Shen Qianyu, having heard that Miss Song was changing clothes and would soon come to pay respects and offer thanks, suddenly became restless and unable to sit still.

Chapter 152: Marry Her
He had come today in his capacity as Crown Prince, and had already anticipated that Song Wan might see through his identity. Yet now that he was about to meet her face-to-face in his true appearance, he inexplicably felt uneasy again.

He truly didn’t know how Song Wan would react.

That woman had always valued propriety. If she learned that he had interacted with her under the identity of Ji Rong, would she be angry at him for deceiving her?

If she was angry, how should he explain? And if he explained, would she believe him?

Would she think he had deliberately toyed with her? Would she think he harbored disrespectful intentions?

Since the Song residence servants had reported that Miss would come to pay respects to the Crown Prince, Shen Qianyu had already stood up and sat down three to five times.

Now he was looking down at the ordinary robes he wore, thinking privately that this sandalwood color really wasn’t bright enough, and wondering if it would make him look somewhat lifeless.

As he frowned and pondered with his head lowered, Wan Xiao observed his master alternately straightening his cuffs and brushing wrinkles from his hem, and couldn’t help but let out a long sigh.

Fortunately, Song Fu was still angry with Su Xie and his mind was elsewhere, so he didn’t notice Shen Qianyu’s unusual behavior.

The two silently occupied themselves with their own thoughts. When sounds came from the courtyard, Shen Qianyu set down his teacup with a somewhat restrained manner.

The woman’s footsteps outside the door were light and slow. A pink-green skirt hem gently flashed past the doorway. For some reason, Shen Qianyu suddenly felt his heart tighten.

Even back when he fought mastiffs for Qin Rao in Nanqing, he had never been this nervous.

Surprised, he looked down at his palm that had become slightly sweaty, his brow furrowing in confusion.

“This subject pays respects to Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

Song Yao walked into the room and gave the Crown Prince a gentle bow. Her sweet, honeyed voice calling out startled both Shen Qianyu and Song Fu, who then frowned in unison.

Upon seeing the Crown Prince, Song Yao felt her cheeks begin to burn. She was so shy that her eyes filled with moisture, wishing she could hide behind her maidservant.

Song Fu paused slightly before saying, “This is your subject’s legitimate younger sister, second in birth order.”

Shen Qianyu showed little interest, drooping his eyelids as he uttered “Miss Song” and then said nothing more.

His appearance favored his mother’s—features refined and sharp. When silent, he emanated an oppressive presence that was difficult to bear. Song Yao’s heart filled with trepidation, momentarily uncertain how to respond.

This was her first time meeting a man outside her family without her mother’s accompaniment.

“Since you’ve offered thanks to the Crown Prince, you may leave.”

Song Fu spoke coldly, displeased in his heart.

Shen Qianyu didn’t speak either. Knowing he wouldn’t see Song Wan today, all his interest vanished. His entire mood soured, and he only wanted to return to the Eastern Palace early to hear those old ministers say their useful and useless things.

“It’s… Elder Sister and Third Sister are indisposed, so they asked younger sister to come thank Your Highness the Crown Prince in their stead.”

“Oh? Song Wan is indisposed? Why is she indisposed?”

Shen Qianyu straightened his posture, wondering privately if Song Wan had been hurt by Su Xie and was now crying in grief.

His expression took on a gloomy cast as Shen Qianyu looked at Song Yao with urgent eyes.

Song Yao considered for a moment, then said in a low voice, “Elder Sister, because of the gossip outside…”

Bang! The teacup fell heavily onto the wooden table. Before Song Fu could speak, Shen Qianyu said, “I am busy with affairs. Lord Song need not see me out.”

Before Song Fu could even stand, Shen Qianyu strode away with a cold expression on his face.

Song Fu didn’t dare let the Crown Prince be treated so rudely, so he also stood and followed him out.

Only when they could no longer hear Song Yao’s delicate, weak sobbing did the two stop walking.

“To disturb Your Highness is truly this subject’s failure to discipline his sister properly. This subject…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “Let’s not mention these things first. I only ask you why Song Wan is treated so harshly in the Song residence? Even a younger sister can lord over her? And she even dared to attempt to slander Song Wan’s reputation before me?”

Song Fu was somewhat stunned by his solemn tone and questioning manner.

For some reason, he felt the Crown Prince’s attitude was somewhat strange, though he couldn’t quite say what was wrong for the moment.

After thinking, Song Fu said, “Your Highness the Crown Prince is overthinking. Wan’er is not being mistreated in the residence…”

“Not being mistreated?”

“If she’s not being mistreated, why were two unsuitable marriage proposals arranged for her in succession?”

“Do you know that when Yang Xun heard from a fellow townsman that his teacher’s daughter had fallen into a lake, he rushed back to Jiangnan overnight without even verifying whether it was true or false? If in the future this woman uses such favors to manipulate, what would you have Song Wan do?”

Song Fu’s eyes showed guilt, and he instantly lost all confidence in what he might say.

He truly hadn’t known about this matter.

“She just returned to the residence and you were all so eager to arrange marriages for her. So hasty, as if sending someone away—yet you still say she’s not being mistreated in the residence?”

“This…”

Song Fu’s thin lips opened and closed, unable to utter a single word of rebuttal.

He was a man who never involved himself in inner courtyard matters—how would he understand matters of marriage proposals and betrothals?

These things should have been handled by Madam Song, but Madam Song was perhaps even more…

Thinking of this, Song Fu suddenly raised his head.

The Crown Prince’s righteous indignation—why did he seem even more agitated than him, her actual blood brother?

“Why is Your Highness so concerned about this subject’s younger sister?”

“I…”

Shen Qianyu’s tone faltered, his momentum suddenly deflating. “I have always regarded the Song family’s legitimate daughter as my teacher. Naturally I’m somewhat concerned about my teacher. What’s improper about that?”

“It seems… nothing improper?”

“Exactly.”

Restraining his expression, Shen Qianyu’s eyes grew serious. “Today I have an appointment with Minister Wang from the Ministry of Revenue. I shall take my leave first.”

“Please wait a moment, Your Highness.”

Song Fu knew the Crown Prince had once submitted a disciple’s card to Song Wan. Thinking about it now, his explanation didn’t seem wrong, so he cast aside the strange feeling in his heart.

Taking a small letter from his sleeve, Song Fu said, “I wonder which one is Eunuch Ji Rong from the Dong Chang?”

Ji Rong, standing behind Wan Xiao, raised his head, but Shen Qianyu stared wide-eyed at the small letter in Song Fu’s hand.

“So you are Eunuch Ji Rong. I must thank you for your care of my legitimate younger sister in the past.”

After thinking it over, Song Fu decided to give Song Wan’s letter to Ji Rong in front of the Crown Prince. If he transmitted it privately, it might look suspicious and invite the Crown Prince’s mistrust. Being open and aboveboard would instead avoid arousing suspicion.

Song Fu extended his hand. Ji Rong looked at Shen Qianyu, and seeing him signal with his eyes, reached out to take it.

The three had just left the Song residence when Shen Qianyu stretched out his hand.

“Your Highness.”

Shen Qianyu opened it and saw only a few sparse words, all just ordinary greetings.

After reading it several times, he carefully folded the letter and placed it in his sleeve.

His eyes overflowed with tender affection. Wan Xiao couldn’t help but say sourly, “The Crown Prince has ruined multiple marriage prospects. I’m afraid when Miss Song learns of this, she’ll resent Your Highness.”

Shen Qianyu scoffed. “What kind of person do you take Song Wan for? Would she value someone as opportunistic as Yang Xun, or an impetuous youngster like Su Xie?”

“Even if Miss Song doesn’t fancy those two, she’ll still need to remarry in the future. Your Highness can ruin one or two proposals, but can you really ruin every single one?”

“You can’t marry Miss Song back to the Eastern Palace anyway, so what’s the point of ruining one or two matches?”

“Marry her back to the Eastern Palace?”

Shen Qianyu’s heart stirred. Suddenly he felt Wan Xiao’s words had some merit.

Hadn’t he entertained such thoughts before?

Now that Wan Xiao was thinking along the same lines as him, this was clearly an excellent solution!

Chapter 153: Cherish
If Song Wan entered the Eastern Palace, no one would dare bully her even slightly. He respected her as a teacher and would certainly treat her well and honor her properly.

With his protection, how could people like her stepmother, stepsister, and cousin dare to look down on her for remarrying in the future?

Moreover, having Song Wan enter the Eastern Palace would also benefit him.

Among all the women in the world, only Song Wan was somewhat pleasing to his eye.

Shen Qianyu looked at Wan Xiao and said, “What you said has some merit.”

Wan Xiao raised his eyes, only to see his master’s eyes and brows filled with tender spring affection. He couldn’t help but say, “This subordinate didn’t mean it that way.”

“This matter requires careful planning. It cannot be accomplished overnight.”

Shen Qianyu frowned. “Return to the palace. I need to see Imperial Consort Yun.”

The Song family had Song Lan’an who didn’t manage anything, and Song Fu couldn’t make decisions. For what he had in mind, only Imperial Consort Yun could help.

Moreover, he could see that Imperial Consort Yun’s feelings for Song Wan were far more genuine than Song Lan’an’s.

“Master…”

Wan Xiao began, “Master… this subordinate isn’t…”

Shen Qianyu patted his shoulder. “The Dong Chang has many affairs. You should return first.”

With that, he strode away.

After handling official business with the court ministers, the sky had already darkened. On ordinary days he would invite the various ministers to dine in the Eastern Palace, but today he made no such mention, sending everyone away quite efficiently.

These past few days, both Jiang Man and the Empress had been restless, so Shen Qianyu was being extremely careful in his actions.

Once again exchanging identities with Ji Rong, he followed the Dong Chang members to Changxin Palace under cover of night.

Although Shen Qianbai’s injuries had mostly healed, large areas of burn scars remained on half his forehead and around his eyes. Since Shen Qianbai’s injury, Song Yuning had stayed in Changxin Palace for a long time without leaving, wholeheartedly accompanying her child.

When she saw Shen Qianyu, she was quite shocked.

“Why is the Crown Prince dressed like this?”

Shen Qianyu said, “Your Highness has been busy with affairs recently and may not know what has happened outside.”

Song Yuning’s expression turned stern. “What happened?”

For the Crown Prince to act so furtively, it must not be a small matter. Song Yuning mentally reviewed various unusual activities in the court and palace that she knew of. Just as she was secretly annoyed that she didn’t know where she had been lax in her vigilance and let someone exploit an opening, Shen Qianyu suddenly said, “It’s about Song Wan.”

“Wan’er?”

Song Yuning frowned. “Has her mother done something again?”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu’s eyes lit up, full of unrestrained admiration.

He knew coming to find Imperial Consort Yun wouldn’t be wrong—she was the one who truly cared about Song Wan.

After thoroughly explaining how Madam Song and Song Fu had arranged two marriages for Song Wan that had nothing whatsoever to recommend them, Shen Qianyu said, “I feel the Song residence does not truly care for her.”

“…”

Song Yuning fell silent for a moment, her gaze profound. “You came in disguise in the dead of night just to tell me this?”

“Yes and no.”

Shen Qianyu’s expression grew solemn. “I hope Your Highness Imperial Consort Yun can inform Song Lan’an to have the Song residence stop interfering with Song Wan’s marriage prospects.”

Song Yuning remained silent, momentarily not understanding what Shen Qianyu meant.

After thinking for a long while, she frowned. “I don’t know what the Crown Prince means. You might as well speak directly.”

“Song Wan has shown me kindness in the past. I cannot bear to see her, just because she severed ties with the Marquis of Chengyang, fall to the point of being married off to a merchant family or seeking protection from relatives by marrying a cousin.”

“The Su family marriage seemed perfect, but in reality it has many problems.”

Song Yuning laughed coldly. “What problems?”

“The Su family seeks to marry Song Wan from the position of benefactors. Once she marries into the Su residence, it would be equivalent to being one step below them—a step she could never make up for in her entire life. Even if they are close relatives, even if he is her legitimate maternal uncle, there’s no guarantee they can forever treat her with the affection shown to an unmarried niece.”

“Being someone’s daughter-in-law is different from being someone’s relative—how could they be the same?”

Song Yuning smiled faintly. “Crown Prince, continue.”

Shen Qianyu glanced at her and said with righteous conviction, “I am different. I respect her as a teacher. If she enters the Eastern Palace, not only will she receive my veneration, she will also possess the highest status, and no one can bully or humiliate her anymore.”

“The highest status?”

Song Yuning laughed coldly. “You mean to give Wan’er the position of primary consort?”

“Naturally. You don’t expect me to make my teacher a secondary consort, do you?”

“…”

Song Yuning was momentarily speechless at his righteous and confident manner, finding no words to respond.

“Do you know what Wan’er’s status is?”

“Of course I know.”

Song Yuning’s lips curved slightly. “You want Wan’er to become Crown Princess as a remarried woman?”

“I want Song Wan to become mistress of the central palace.”

He wasn’t afraid to reveal his ambitions.

Song Yuning froze on the spot, actually moved by what Shen Qianyu said.

He was so certain and so confident. That air of proud bearing and looking down upon the world actually made her feel somewhat submissive.

The majesty of the Son of Heaven should be like this.

After studying Shen Qianyu for a moment with raised eyes, Song Yuning suddenly smiled. “Why are you so determined to marry Wan’er?”

“Song Wan is deeply learned, virtuous, and graceful in bearing. Moreover, she has shown me kindness. I respect her as my…”

Song Yuning waved her hand, cutting off Shen Qianyu’s words. “In this world, there are no teacher and disciple who sleep in the same bed.”

Sleep in the same bed?

With Song Wan?

Shen Qianyu’s ears reddened, then his brow furrowed tightly.

There were too few intact places on his body. Song Wan was delicate—she would surely be frightened. And that brand mark of the character for “slave”…

Familiar irritation surged in his heart. Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes for a long moment before raising his head. “What is Your Highness saying? I have never thought of such things.”

He wasn’t someone who indulged in carnal pleasures.

“I simply cannot bear to see Song Wan, with her status as a noble lady, married down to such circumstances. Moreover, she has shown me kindness… Why has the conversation shifted elsewhere?”

Song Yuning stared at him, finding his stubborn appearance increasingly amusing.

She suddenly became somewhat curious about what exactly the Crown Prince had experienced in Nanqing to develop such a nature that didn’t understand romantic feelings.

“How much time do you need?”

Song Yuning said, “I can’t possibly help you delay things indefinitely. Moreover…”

“Have you asked Wan’er? If she’s unwilling to become mistress of the central palace, what will you do?”

Shen Qianyu frowned. “Are there actually women in this world who wouldn’t want to become mistress of the central palace?”

“I don’t know about others, but with Wan’er, it’s hard to say.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu also felt there was some truth to it. That woman was no ordinary shallow beauty—what others liked, she might not necessarily value at all.

Remembering that person’s desolate smile when they parted at the residence, Shen Qianyu felt reluctant.

“If she’s unwilling, I naturally won’t force her.”

If he forced her, what kind of repaying of kindness would that be?

As for time…

“Before next winter. I hope Your Highness Imperial Consort can help me delay until next winter.”

“Alright, I agree.”

Song Yuning smiled slightly.

She would watch how Shen Qianyu cleared obstacles for Wan’er step by step to welcome her as mistress of the central palace. She would also watch to see when Shen Qianyu and Wan’er would share the same bed.

Thinking of this, Song Yuning stared at the Crown Prince with his expression of “kindness is paramount” and suddenly laughed until her whole body shook.

For some reason, she just felt that this foolishly earnest person would, in the future, hold Wan’er in his hands and cherish her carefully and meticulously, treasuring and protecting her preciously.

Chapter 154: Adding Betrothal Gifts
Song Yuning laughed wildly, laughing until Shen Qianyu looked utterly baffled.

He said a word of thanks to Imperial Consort Yun and turned to leave Changxin Palace.

After returning to the Eastern Palace, Shen Qianyu said to Ji Rong, “Didn’t several old ministers submit memorials a few days ago requesting that I select a Crown Princess?”

“Have them continue submitting memorials, and send those candidates from high-ranking families before the Empress.”

Ji Rong nodded and respectfully complied.

While Shen Qianyu quietly settled his and Song Wan’s marriage matter on his end, he had no idea that the Song residence had nearly erupted in chaos because of his visit today.

As soon as the Crown Prince left, Song Fu informed Song Lan’an about how Song Yao had gone alone to thank the Crown Prince and had provoked his anger.

“This son knows Father’s intentions, but Yao’er is not like Aunt. With such a temperament, if she truly reaches a high position one day, I fear she will only bring endless calamity to the clan.”

“This father understands. You may leave.”

Song Lan’an’s brow furrowed slightly as his fingertips tapped lightly on the desk. Seeing Song Fu leave, he said to the maidservant beside him, “Go invite Madam over, and also bring Song Ni from the second branch.”

The maidservant complied and soon brought Madam Song over.

These past few days had been truly difficult for Madam Song.

Before Song Wan returned home, she had been the mistress of the residence. Even though the proper steward matrons in the residence were all confidants left by predecessors and she couldn’t interfere, at least her status commanded respect and no one dared show her disrespect.

But since Song Wan returned to the residence, her status had plummeted. Now even her right and left hands had been cut off.

Unable to protect even her personal attendants, what servants in the residence would still be willing to work diligently for her?

Though she hadn’t been openly slighted these past few days, she could see the contempt in the servants’ eyes.

Moreover, while she was still fuming and wanting to turn the tables, before she could even act, a matron from Song Lan’an’s side informed her that the master wanted her to continue copying scriptures for the young ladies and masters of the residence…

After rubbing her wrists and slowly calming herself for a long time, Madam Song finally composed her expression and entered Song Lan’an’s study.

“Master, you were looking for this wife?”

“Sit. Wait for Song Ni to arrive.”

Madam Song was puzzled, not knowing what Song Lan’an meant.

Shortly after, Song Ni from the second branch arrived accompanied by a maidservant. Upon entering the room, she bowed respectfully to Song Lan’an. “Greetings to Uncle.”

Song Ni was the same age as Song Yao. Both had reached marriageable age and needed to prepare for marriage discussions.

Song Ni’s father was Song Lan’an’s blood brother, but had been stationed in Yongzhou Prefecture for years without being recalled. The responsibility for educating Song Ni thus fell to Song Lan’an.

“Starting tomorrow, you will learn etiquette with the nannies alongside Yao’er and Nian’er. I will write to inform your father about the rest.”

“Ni’er understands.”

After her efficient reply, Song Ni followed her maidservant out of Song Lan’an’s study.

She didn’t inquire excessively or show curiosity. Her obedient, proper, and dignified manner reminded Song Lan’an of Song Wan in her youth.

The Crown Prince appeared too late. If only…

Song Lan’an’s eyes showed regret, but he quickly returned to normal.

“Starting tomorrow, the education of Song Yao, Song Nian, and Song Ni will all be overseen by Nanny Song. You should focus on worshiping Buddha peacefully in the residence and not disturb the children.”

Hearing this, Madam Song’s heart filled with panic. “What does Master mean by this? You won’t let me educate my daughters?”

“And why did Master call Song Ni to learn etiquette alongside Yao’er? Didn’t Master favor Yao’er to become Crown…”

Song Lan’an lifted his eyelids slightly, and Madam Song immediately fell silent.

“Go ask Yao’er yourself. Ask her properly what disgraceful and improper things she did.”

With that, Song Lan’an stood and walked out of the study.

“Yun Jin…”

“Madam, this servant is called Tan Zhu.”

After speaking, Tan Zhu lowered her head and retreated behind Madam Song.

“Fine then. Go find Second Miss.”

Madam Song bit her teeth, forcing back the tears in her eyes, and strode away.

How Madam Song coaxed and comforted Song Yao was unknown, but after disgracing herself before the Crown Prince, Song Yao restrained her temperament and wholeheartedly began learning etiquette from the palace nannies.

No longer fixating on Song Wan at every turn, she gave Song Wan much relief.

On the ninth day, Song Wan rose early and had Heng Zhi and Heng Wu help her dress and style her hair.

“Today is a good day. This servant saw magpies flying in pairs outside early this morning—surely an auspicious omen.”

Song Wan smiled. “I think so too.”

According to Elder Brother, Aunt had sent someone with a message telling the residence not to interfere with her marriage prospects—Aunt had her own plans.

Learning this news, she completely set her mind at ease and no longer thought about those vexing matters.

She trusted Aunt. The path Aunt arranged for her would surely be the best.

“Miss, how about wearing this pomegranate hairpin?”

The pomegranate hairpin was bright red, its ruby gems fresh and lustrous, as if one could smell the fragrance of pomegranate flowers. Seeing it, Song Wan’s lips curved slightly, revealing a somewhat shy smile.

“Let’s wear it—festive and appropriate.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi responded affirmatively and carefully placed it on Song Wan.

Her clothing was also chosen in festive and prosperous styles and colors. Quite unusually, Song Wan even hung a somewhat childish jade cat ornament on her chest.

“Let’s go. It’s time.”

The carriage traveled all the way to the courtyard of the Bai residence where female guests were received. Song Wan, supported by Jinshu and Heng Zhi, slowly descended from the carriage.

A matron from the Bai family had been waiting there since early morning. Upon seeing Song Wan, she approached with a face full of smiles.

“Miss Song, our young miss and madam have been waiting for you for quite a while. Our young miss has been mentioning you constantly.”

The address “Miss Song” brought a glimmer of smile to Song Wan’s eyes. The Bai family’s abundant goodwill warmed her heart.

“I apologize for troubling Nanny to endure the cold out here.”

“Miss Song, you give this old woman too much credit. Please come in quickly. There are windbreak curtains and braziers in the corridor—we mustn’t let you catch cold.”

With great festivity, she welcomed Song Wan into the corridor. Only after personally escorting her to the bridal chamber where Bai Ruizhu was did the matron leave, and she even refused the silver coins Song Wan prepared to give as a reward.

“Wan’er.”

Madam Bai called out to Song Wan with a face full of joy, waving her handkerchief as she walked out from inside.

Today she wore a dark red gold-embroidered jacket with a hundred blessings and lotus pattern, and on her head wore quite eye-catching gold silk velvet begonia silk flowers.

At a glance, one could tell she was extremely satisfied with this marriage.

“Wan’er, you’ve arrived?”

Intimately holding Song Wan’s hand, Madam Bai smiled and pulled her into the bridal chamber.

There were quite a few madams and young ladies who had come to add betrothal gifts for Bai Ruizhu. Madam Bai introduced Song Wan to each one. The expressions on everyone’s faces varied, but Madam Bai kept protecting her from behind.

The room was filled with betrothal gifts and other items displayed for viewing. Song Wan surveyed them and smiled faintly.

Setting aside their monetary value, the groom’s side was truly full of sincerity and greatly valued this marriage.

Having arranged a good marriage for someone, she also felt she had accumulated considerable virtue. When she stepped forward to add betrothal gifts for the bride, her heart was full of joy.

“Wan’er, make yourself comfortable. I’m going to the front to receive Ruizhu’s maternal aunt. Don’t be formal at all.”

“Madam, go attend to your affairs. Don’t worry about me.”

Madam Bai exclaimed with joy, smiling so broadly she couldn’t close her mouth, and hurried out again.

Without Madam Bai in the room, the group of madams and young ladies became much cooler in their attitude toward Song Wan. Song Wan didn’t mind and went to the courtyard alone to admire the scenery.

In the courtyard, withered tree branches crisscrossed, originally conveying a sense of bleakness and decay, but because they were wrapped in red silk, they gained a festive air. The withered and flourishing merged and intertwined—at first glance appearing somewhat incongruous with sadness mixed with comedy, but instead creating a uniquely beautiful scene.

As Song Wan watched, she suddenly smiled with pursed lips.

Lin Jiayue stood to the side holding her congratulatory gift, her eyes dimming slightly.

Chapter 155: Desolate
“You…”

Lin Jiayue had just opened her mouth when Song Wan turned her head. The two looked at each other, both with complex expressions in their eyes.

Song Wan observed Lin Jiayue wearing plain cotton skirts with only a white jade hairpin on her head, and felt somewhat uncomfortable.

She had changed greatly.

Not in appearance, but as if she had become a different person.

After a moment, Lin Jiayue smiled softly. “Miss Song.”

For some reason, upon hearing this address “Miss Song,” Song Wan felt a wave of sourness in her heart.

“I’ll go add betrothal gifts for Miss Bai first. If you have time, you can wait for me here.”

Song Wan nodded with a faint smile and pointed to the end of the covered corridor, indicating she would wait there.

When Lin Jiayue emerged from the room, she headed straight for where Song Wan was.

In truth, she had nothing particular to say to Song Wan, but seeing her today, she suddenly felt like reminiscing.

“Are you well these days?”

Song Wan nodded, said she was in good health, and didn’t speak further.

She truly didn’t know what she could say to Lin Jiayue.

The two were silent for a long while before Song Wan smiled faintly. “How is your health recovering now?”

“My health has recovered quite well.”

Lin Jiayue had become much more composed. The spirited vitality that once showed in her brows and eyes seemed to have been completely devoured by the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, no longer visible in the slightest.

Song Wan thought for a moment and said gently, “I didn’t expect you would come today.”

Lin Jiayue said, “I shouldn’t have come. With the Old Madam and Second Master passing away one after another in the residence, my coming to add betrothal gifts isn’t really proper.”

“But…”

She wanted to come see. She wanted to see what Bai Ruizhu, who was marrying Lan Yunhe, looked like today. She also wanted to see if Young Master Lan was someone worth marrying.

Today she had seen, but her heart felt only more guilty and regretful.

“Second Master passed away?”

Song Wan looked shocked. “When did this happen?”

“You didn’t know?”

Lin Jiayue said, “It’s been some time. He was severely injured on Lantern Festival day and didn’t survive.”

Song Wan’s mouth opened slightly, words stuck in her throat, unable to make a sound.

That child covered in wounds who cried saying no one in the world loved or cared for him—to save her elder brother, he died from his severe injuries…

Why had no one told her?

Song Wan frowned, her heart aching painfully.

When Second Master was mentioned again, what she could still remember was that day—covered in mud and blood, his face full of pinch marks, calling out “Sister-in-law, please teach me.”

“I truly didn’t know.”

Song Wan’s tone carried surprise and heartache. “Since leaving the Marquis’s residence, no one has spoken to me about matters there.”

“Your family cares for you and couldn’t bear to mention those disgraceful past events again.”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue smiled faintly again. “You were very right.”

“About what?”

Still immersed in the news of Jiang Yan’s death, Song Wan looked up blankly, only to see faint redness in the other’s eyes. “You were very right—Lan Yunhe is a good husband.”

“If he weren’t good, Madam Bai and Miss Bai wouldn’t be smiling with such joy today, so happy beyond measure.”

“There’s no trace of reluctance on Madam Bai’s face about her daughter marrying away. I imagine she must be extremely satisfied with this son-in-law.”

The deaths of Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou seemed like a thorn in Lin Jiayue’s heart—untouchable, unbearable to look at.

Hearing these words, Song Wan somewhat understood what was in her heart.

Lin Jiayue couldn’t and wouldn’t forgive herself.

Song Wan raised her head, looking at the faint darkness beneath the other’s eyes that even powder couldn’t conceal, and sighed softly.

Once inner demons took root, she didn’t know how to resolve them either.

The two stood in the corner of the covered corridor watching guests shuttle through the courtyard. For a moment, they seemed separated from all the festivity filling the courtyard—their faint dejection made even the large red lanterns on the corridor seem less brilliant and vibrant than before.

“Jiang Xingjian took Qing Wei as a concubine…”

As soon as the words left her mouth, Lin Jiayue frowned. “You probably don’t want to know these things.”

Song Wan smiled and shook her head. “Qing Wei is a palace attendant. Managing the Marquis’s residence isn’t difficult for her, but with her status unclear, she faces many inconveniences in her actions. Taking her as a concubine is normal.”

“Mm.”

Lin Jiayue didn’t know why, but perhaps because Song Wan had seen a different version of herself, she felt an indescribable sense of closeness. Or perhaps it was because Song Wan truly had a gentleman’s character that she genuinely admired.

After thinking, Lin Jiayue added, “Second Master passed away, Concubine Liu was driven from the residence, and Jiang Xing is now being raised in my quarters.”

After speaking, seeing Song Wan’s brow furrow tightly, Lin Jiayue smiled faintly. “I know it’s improper, but Madam doesn’t care. I couldn’t bear to see that child kicked around, so I’m raising her.”

“You don’t know how well-behaved Jiang Xing is.”

Song Wan said, “She must take after Second Master.”

“Can I ask you for something?”

Lin Jiayue blinked away the mist in her eyes. “In the future, when Jiang Xing grows up, could you help arrange a marriage for her?”

“Something like the Lan family would be fine. I don’t seek wealth and glory or a high-ranking family—only that the man treats Jiang Xing well and cherishes her.”

“Even if the family status is lower, it doesn’t matter. I have some profitable businesses that can save up a dowry for her.”

Her voice became somewhat choked. “Your judgment is better than mine. You surely won’t choose poorly.”

“Of course.”

Suppressing her sadness, Song Wan smiled and agreed. “In the past at the Marquis’s residence, I received kindness from Second Master. Even just for his sake, I will definitely choose someone suitable for Jiang Xing. You needn’t worry excessively.”

“Thank you.”

“No need for such courtesy.”

After this exchange, the two had nothing more to say.

Lin Jiayue turned to leave, her frail back appearing exceptionally desolate and forlorn.

Her steps were slow and dignified, but each one seemed to step on Song Wan’s heart.

At this moment, Song Wan suddenly remembered when she first returned to the Marquis’s residence—Lin Jiayue loudly declaring she wanted to be with Jiang Xingjian for life, one husband and one wife, her eyes lively and spirited.

“Miss.”

Heng Zhi came forward. “Young Master Lan has come to receive the bride. We should return.”

Song Wan nodded and boarded the Song residence carriage.

As the carriage left the Bai residence, Song Wan lifted the curtain and happened to see Jiang Xingjian helping Lin Jiayue into a carriage on the street. She lowered the curtain and didn’t move again.

Only after the Song residence carriage passed did Jiang Xingjian finally turn back to look.

“Xingjian gege.”

Lin Jiayue smiled sweetly at Jiang Xingjian. He came back to his senses, nodded, and boarded the carriage.

Inside the carriage, Lin Jiayue leaned in his embrace, appearing very affectionate.

Jiang Xingjian didn’t know what he was thinking. Lin Jiayue’s expression was numb, yet her tone was sweet as if she were acting coquettishly.

“By the end of this month, we’ll be opening the seventh general goods shop in Baoding Prefecture. Yue’er never imagined these shops would be so profitable.”

“Although the Fifth Prince has lost many supporters, Yue’er believes money makes the world go round. As long as there’s enough silver, there will surely come a day when he can rival the Crown Prince again.”

“Mm.”

Jiang Xingjian responded faintly, not even knowing if he had heard what Lin Jiayue was saying.

Lin Jiayue wasn’t annoyed either. Smiling, she wrapped her arms around his waist and said quietly, “Xingjian gege, what would you like to eat today? Shall Yue’er make it for you?”

“Xingjian gege, in this world, only you could make Yue’er willing to wash her hands and make soup…”

Chapter 156: Imperial Consort Selection
The Song family carriage moved steadily and slowly. Song Wan sat inside with lowered eyes, her spirits far from as high as when she had first set out. Heng Zhi and Jinshu were both reluctant to disturb their young miss, so one quietly gazed out the carriage while the other silently bowed her head in complete silence.

“Miss, it’s Concubine Liu.”

Heng Zhi spoke in surprise, pointing at the woman outside in tattered clothes with a face covered in sores, her eyes wide with shock.

“It really is her.”

Song Wan murmured softly, leaning toward Heng Zhi to carefully examine Liu Zhu in the distance. In the past at the Marquis Estate, Song Wan hadn’t often dealt with Liu Zhu and wasn’t particularly familiar with her. But in her few impressions of their encounters, Liu Zhu had always dressed alluringly and youthfully, not at all like a concubine who had borne two children.

Yet the current Liu Zhu wore shabby, worn-out clothes, her face red and swollen with numerous sores and pockmarks. Beside her followed a man with an oil-stained face, a bald head, and a pockmarked complexion. The man strode ahead with large steps, occasionally cursing at Liu Zhu when he saw she hadn’t kept up.

Song Wan listened to the squealing and shrieking cries carried by the wind from the street, then settled back into her seat.

Through the carriage curtain, Heng Zhi saw the beggar man raise his hand and tuck Liu Zhu under his arm, forcefully dragging her forward.

Unable to bear it, she said softly, “Miss, should this servant go forward and offer some assistance?”

Song Wan didn’t answer immediately, seeming to contemplate. Only after the carriage had passed and Liu Zhu’s figure could no longer be seen did she say indifferently, “Cause and effect were determined long ago. No need to interfere.”

Jinshu and Heng Zhi exchanged glances, both feeling somewhat puzzled.

After returning to the Song Estate, Song Wan sat resting on the daybed when Heng Zhi hesitantly spoke, “Is Miss feeling unwell today?”

Song Wan shook her head. “Second Master has passed away.”

“The Jiang family’s Second Master?”

With a soft acknowledgment, Song Wan said, “Today, go find Nanny Lang and have her go to Zhitong Temple to offer some incense and perform a Buddhist ceremony for Second Master.”

The Marquis of Chengyang’s estate would likely have no intention of managing Jiang Yan’s funeral arrangements. She truly couldn’t bear it.

Having received her orders, Heng Zhi also showed a look of regret as she went to find Old Pozi Lang.

Winter gradually grew colder. Song Wan ordinarily disliked going out, so day after day she remained in the estate reading books and playing the qin to pass the time. In her youth she had been fairly lively, but after six years of widowhood her temperament had been worn down considerably. Now she was increasingly lazy about moving around.

By coincidence, today there was heavy snow. Song Wan wrapped herself in the red fox fur cloak bestowed by Imperial Consort Yun and left her courtyard to admire the snow scenery.

When Song Fu entered the courtyard, he saw her nestled in her fur cape, standing dazedly beneath a tree.

“Go prepare a hand warmer for Miss.”

The maid beside Song Fu nodded and hurriedly went to fetch a hand warmer for Song Wan.

“Elder Brother, what brings you here today?”

Seeing Song Fu standing in the courtyard, Song Wan smiled slightly and came forward to greet him.

“Today is my rest day, so I thought I’d come see you. Also, someone entrusted me to bring something for you.”

Handing a small box to Song Wan, Song Fu said, “Eunuch Wan from Dong Chang asked me to give this to you. I don’t know what it is.”

Song Wan was also somewhat curious, but anything from Dong Chang was certainly related to Ji Rong. She lowered her head slightly and opened it in front of Song Fu.

Inside the palm-sized box was a pure gold filigree container embedded with various colorful gems, extremely dazzling. She gently lifted it, and with a click, small drawers the width of a finger sprang out from all four sides of the little box.

“It’s an exquisite item.”

Seeing that Song Wan quite liked it, Song Fu praised softly.

“Indeed exquisite.”

Beneath the box was pressed a small note. Song Wan picked it up and quickly read through it a few times, unable to help revealing a faint smile.

It turned out Ji Rong was saying that this winter he frequently applied the balm she had sent, and his chilblains on his hands and feet hadn’t recurred. Moreover, this winter he hadn’t experienced pain or itching again, so he had especially asked Wan Xiao to find a handy little item to send her to express his gratitude.

Seeing that the balm had truly spared Ji Rong considerable suffering, Song Wan felt delighted and quite pleased.

“If Elder Brother finds it convenient, could you help Wan’er bring some more things to Eunuch Ji Rong?”

“Of course. Supervisor Wan said if you have a reply, just let him know. It should be convenient.”

Song Wan nodded and had Heng Zhi fetch two more jars of the anti-chilblain balm from the storeroom to give to Song Fu.

“This item is quite effective. Tomorrow I’ll write out the formula and give it to the estate’s pharmacy, having them make some to distribute to the nannies doing rough work.”

Song Fu nodded, very supportive.

Since both siblings were in good spirits, Song Wan had Heng Zhi prepare a clay brazier under the covered walkway, and the two admired the scenery while warming wine and drinking together.

Song Fu said, “Now the Crown Prince’s position grows increasingly stable. Jiang Man can no longer create any disturbances. The overall situation seems settled. The estate should remain peaceful for at least another twenty years.”

The Crown Prince was flexible and willing to humble himself. In just over a hundred days, he had coaxed the court officials into willingly pledging their loyalty—truly rare. Though it had some relation to Emperor Wenhui’s sparse offspring, one couldn’t deny the Crown Prince was indeed skilled at winning people over.

Even Song Fu felt the Crown Prince was truly an enlightened ruler, making him willing to devote himself wholeheartedly and be at the Crown Prince’s disposal.

“That would be good.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan’s brows curved slightly, her heart relaxed.

After the siblings finished their drinks, Song Fu took the items and departed.

By the time he received Song Wan’s return gift, it was already the second day. Shen Qianyu took the box Wan Xiao handed him and couldn’t wait to open it.

Seeing the two familiar porcelain jars inside, he wasn’t disappointed at all. Instead, he excitedly took the items out.

Song Wan’s reply was still very brief, only saying two things: telling Ji Rong to apply the balm more often, not to become careless and give up just because he hadn’t suffered this year, urging him to apply it daily to strive to eliminate this ailment at its root.

Shen Qianyu nodded silently. After opening the porcelain jar, he even had a palace maid find a silver spoon to carefully scoop out a dollop.

Wan Xiao watched his master’s solemn expression, as if performing some important task, repeatedly rubbing his palms and the backs of his hands.

What’s more, he even had the palace maid find thin cloth wraps to cover his hands, waiting with complete devotion for the balm to melt.

Watching and watching, Wan Xiao squinted and couldn’t bear to look anymore.

In the past, when his master walked through the palace under the identity of Ji Rong, during winter when the two of them were tired or thirsty, they would directly reach out and grab snow blocks from the ground to satisfy their hunger and quench their thirst.

Back then, both of them had chilblains on their hands and feet, yet he never saw his master show any signs of pain or itching. Didn’t he still bathe in cold water daily and wash in cold water all the same?

Back then, when he tucked his hands into his sleeves, he’d be called pretentious. Now seeing him like this, Wan Xiao didn’t even know what would be an appropriate description.

Wan Xiao turned his head, truly unable to bear watching anymore.

After an incense stick burned out, a palace maid came forward to clean Shen Qianyu’s palms. Seeing that the scars on his hands had faded considerably, he smiled with satisfaction.

“Your Highness, Minister Luo, Minister Huang, and Minister He have arrived.”

Ji Rong entered the room to report. Shen Qianyu nodded toward Wan Xiao, and the three of them departed together.

The court was currently busy selecting an imperial consort for the Crown Prince. Because the Crown Prince’s consort held such an important position, even the candidate list alone had taken a very long time to draft. Today the list was finally completed, so the three men couldn’t wait to deliver it to the Eastern Palace.

The truth was the Crown Prince’s age had already passed the ideal time. If they delayed further, they feared the Crown Prince might also follow Emperor Wenhui’s example with sparse offspring, creating complications.

As soon as the three men saw the Crown Prince, they presented the list in their hands. Shen Qianyu took it and scanned it briefly, then quickly knitted his brows.

Chapter 157: Crown Prince’s Consort
“This is the Crown Prince’s consort candidate you’ve spent so long selecting?”

“Does Your Highness have any dissatisfaction?”

The three ministers exchanged glances, unsure of the Crown Prince’s meaning.

The women on the list were all from prestigious families in the capital, possessing both talent and virtue. Most had outstanding appearances and gentle temperaments, and more importantly, their maternal clans were powerful and could provide assistance to the Crown Prince.

The Crown Prince was impeccable in every aspect, except he lacked support from a maternal clan. Though this meant no worries about interference from imperial relatives, it wasn’t exactly a good thing for the current Crown Prince.

If his wife’s clan were strong, it could compensate for this shortcoming.

The three elderly ministers had also deliberated for a long time before selecting these candidates.

“It’s not dissatisfaction, I just feel these people are unworthy of being Crown Princess.”

Shen Qianyu said, “This palace knows the ministers have exhausted your efforts. The women you selected are all beauties of exceptional talent, with considerable reputations even while in their chambers, but…”

He nodded toward Wan Xiao, who stepped forward and handed several men a secret report from Dong Chang.

“The candidates the ministers proposed align almost entirely with this palace’s thoughts, so this palace already had Dong Chang secretly investigate whether these women truly possess the virtuous conduct claimed in rumors.”

The three ministers leaned forward, opening the secret report from Dong Chang to read carefully.

They saw that the women’s names had all been redacted, but what year, month, and day these women either openly or secretly cursed their clan elders, or acted arrogantly by beating and scolding household servants—all were recorded in the register.

The men even saw one entry where a woman placed baby mice inside a maid’s clothes, watching the maid roll on the ground begging for mercy and taking pleasure in the servant’s suffering, as well as records of women privately meeting men without elder accompaniment.

“This… this, this…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “It’s not your fault. Without Dong Chang, who could know these women are two-faced, saying one thing but doing another?”

“These people are truly unworthy of being Crown Princess. Even as Crown Prince’s Consort or Crown Prince’s Concubine would be improper.”

Shen Qianyu’s body leaned slightly back, his imposing posture causing the three elderly ministers to unconsciously lower their heads to avoid his sharp presence.

One of the older ministers said, “Does Your Highness have a candidate for Crown Princess in mind?”

“That I don’t have…”

Seeing the elderly minister breathe a slight sigh of relief, Shen Qianyu smiled. “This palace feels that whatever the Crown Princess’s family background or appearance may be, we can set that aside for now, but her virtue must be foremost among all women in the realm.”

“Your Highness speaks reasonably.”

Minister Luo said, “May this old minister ask—in Your Highness’s heart, what kind of woman would be considered both talented and virtuous? Qualified to enter the Eastern Palace?”

“If this palace were to say, it would probably be…”

Shen Qianyu smiled. “Someone like Minister Shang Chong’s legitimate daughter.”

“Shang Chong, Minister Shang?”

Minister Shang was about the same age as them. His legitimate daughters were all over thirty years old. Where would there still be an unmarried legitimate daughter?

Minister Luo blinked, looking toward Minister Huang beside him. Minister Huang was momentarily stunned, then suddenly exclaimed, “Your Highness is referring to the young lady from the Shang family who in her early years was knocked down and bitten by a wolf while rescuing her grandmother at a temple?”

“Naturally.”

Shen Qianyu said, “This woman’s filial piety moved heaven itself. Rescuing someone from a wolf’s jaws can be called doubly outstanding in righteousness and courage. Such virtue can truly be called a model for women.”

Minister He, who had remained silent until now, frowned deeply. “After being bitten by the wolf, this woman was left disabled, and it’s unknown if she was overly frightened—reportedly she occasionally convulses and collapses. Because of this, she’s over thirty and still hasn’t married.”

“Though such a woman possesses great virtue, she truly cannot serve as Crown Princess!”

Ministers Luo and Huang knelt in unison to object. Shen Qianyu hurriedly stepped forward to help them up. “The ministers have misunderstood this palace. This palace has no intention of making that woman Crown Princess.”

The three ministers all breathed a collective sigh of relief.

If not for the fact that the Shang family’s daughter hadn’t been seen in a long time, they would have suspected whether the Crown Prince already had some secret relationship with her, which would explain bringing up such a candidate.

Unfortunately, the three hadn’t even caught their breath when Shen Qianyu added, “She would barely qualify as Crown Prince’s Consort.”

“This… this woman is many years older than Your Highness… in terms of age, they truly don’t match.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head. “What does a woman’s age matter? This palace only values character and doesn’t care about a woman’s appearance. No matter how beautiful, if she has the heart of a tiger, leopard, jackal, or wolf, aside from bringing disaster to the country and chaos to the harem, what good is she?”

“As for the Crown Princess candidate, you should search according to this woman’s standard of virtue.”

The three ministers opened their mouths, opening and closing for a long time without being able to utter a single word.

Among the noble ladies in the capital who had just come of age, they probably couldn’t find another one who could rescue someone from a wolf’s jaws with unparalleled righteousness and courage!

With such standards, where were they to search? Even with another ten or eight years, they probably couldn’t find one…

Yet the three couldn’t refute it. They couldn’t very well say the Crown Princess—the future Empress—didn’t need virtue.

Minister He shook his head. “Such standards are truly too high. This humble minister will have difficulty managing this.”

“Are you saying there isn’t a single woman of excellent virtue in all of Dongning?”

“This humble minister doesn’t mean that, this humble minister…”

“Minister He.”

Shen Qianyu said gently, “This palace isn’t asking you to determine the Crown Princess candidate right now. You needn’t worry excessively. Since it concerns the realm, we can search for the Crown Princess slowly and carefully.”

Minister Luo frowned, just thinking whether the Crown Prince didn’t want to take a wife, when Shen Qianyu continued, “As for the Crown Prince’s Consort and Crown Prince’s Concubine positions, you should draft those first. Of course, their virtue should also reference the Shang family’s legitimate daughter.”

“Additionally, these women are all admirable. If candidates are drafted in the future, someone must be sent to these women’s households to inquire. If they’re unwilling to enter the palace, reward them with five hundred taels of gold and send them home.”

Minister Luo’s eyes reddened as he called out three times that the Crown Prince was wise and enlightened.

Ministers Huang and He weren’t to be outdone either, following by kneeling in worship, repeatedly calling the Crown Prince compassionate toward his people.

Wan Xiao’s eyelids twitched painfully as he watched. He couldn’t help but reach out to press the corner of his eye.

Which woman nowadays would dare say her virtue exceeded that of the Shang family’s legitimate daughter who sacrificed her own body to feed wolves to save her grandmother?

The position of Crown Princess would likely remain vacant for quite some time.

Moreover, women from high-ranking families would certainly be unwilling to serve merely as Crown Prince’s Consort or Concubine and would probably back out as well.

As for the consort candidate his master mentioned… Wan Xiao sighed deeply, truly not daring to imagine what kind of people would be selected.

Minister Huang, however, wept tears of old age, feeling that the Crown Prince wasn’t obsessed with beauty and emphasized virtue—truly possessing the bearing of an emperor through the ages.

His head heated up as he said, “Your Highness, this old minister boldly recommends my household’s daughter. This old minister’s daughter is well-versed in the classics, histories, philosophers, and collections. Her learning and character are both first-rate. This old minister doesn’t have a greedy heart for power—it’s truly that Your Highness is wise and enlightened. This old minister is willing to entrust his daughter to Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

Upon hearing this, the other two ministers, He and Luo, immediately regretted being a step too slow.

“Minister Huang’s daughter must be a model among women. Wan Xiao…”

“This subject is here.”

“Record all of Minister Huang’s unmarried daughters in the register.”

Minister Huang was stunned. “All of them?”

Shen Qianyu nodded. “Just recording them in the register. This register still needs to be submitted to the Empress for review. How could we not consult Her Majesty the Empress about selecting the Crown Prince’s Consort and Concubine?”

Wan Xiao accepted the brush and ink handed to him by a palace maid. After lowering his eyes slightly, he lifted his brush and recorded all of Minister Huang’s household’s unmarried women in the register. This action sent a chill down the spines of the three elderly ministers.

It wasn’t just Minister Huang’s household that Dong Chang had thoroughly investigated. Even those concubine-born granddaughters whose ages and names they themselves couldn’t remember were now being written down one stroke at a time by Wan Xiao’s brush, truly causing panic in their hearts.

When he saw his most beloved legitimate granddaughter, who wasn’t yet ten years old, also recorded on the Crown Prince’s Consort candidate list, Minister Huang finally regretted his momentary loose tongue and hurriedly spoke to stop it. “That’s enough, that’s enough. This old minister’s legitimate granddaughter is still young, she’s still so young…”

Chapter 158: Old Affections
Minister Huang instinctively felt something was off about the Crown Prince, though he couldn’t quite say what felt wrong. But having all the unmarried female relatives in his household entered into the register simply wouldn’t do.

After all, once this list was submitted, the women on it couldn’t discuss marriage prospects or meet potential suitors until they received a definite response. If the Crown Prince dragged this out for a year or two, it would completely delay his daughters’ marriageable years.

Seeing Minister Huang’s alarm, Ministers He and Luo secretly felt fortunate they had been a step slower earlier.

After Wan Xiao stopped writing, Shen Qianyu said, “If in the coming days any other ministers wish to send female relatives from their households into the Eastern Palace, just inform Wan Xiao. This palace will have Dong Chang record the female relatives in their households. The ministers needn’t worry.”

“This humble minister understands.”

The three ministers’ expressions weren’t very good. Seeing this, Shen Qianyu waved his hand grandly, having someone organize the register to present before the Empress, paying them no further attention.

Things having reached this point, the three had nothing more to say. After mumbling for a while, they withdrew from the Eastern Palace.

The Empress had truly gone mad with grief for quite some time after the First Prince’s death. All day in her chambers, she either sent letters to her maternal clan or ordered Xun You to find opportunities to take the Crown Prince’s life.

At first, the Empress’s maternal clan would reply once or twice, but now the messages she sent all sank like stones in the sea without any response.

The Empress’s features twisted grotesquely as she grabbed palace officials and shrieked incessantly.

“Did my father receive this palace’s oral decree?”

“If he received it, why hasn’t he sent anyone to this palace?”

“A bunch of useless fools, all useless fools.”

Her bright red nails clawed toward the palace maid before her. The maid, frightened, instinctively dodged backward, which only made the Empress even more furious.

“You dare dodge?”

The Empress glared with fierce brows and blood-red eyes, staring fixedly at the palace maid. Just as she was about to strike, Xun You entered the hall, presenting the consort selection list Shen Qianyu had submitted for her review.

“Your Majesty, please examine this.”

Only upon seeing Xun You did the Empress regain a trace of reason. Forcefully suppressing the inexplicable rage churning in her heart, she took it and said, “What is this thing?”

“The list for selecting consorts that the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince submitted.”

The Empress laughed coldly. “He’s quite fortunate, actually managing to survive until today.”

Having said this, she raised her hand and violently snatched the list. Xun You’s hand hurt—the Empress’s nails had scratched five bright red bloody marks. He lowered his eyes and retreated to the side, not daring to speak.

Years ago when word spread through the palace that the Crown Prince had recovered from his illness, the Empress had sent him to the Eastern Palace to test the waters. But thinking back now, from the moment he stepped into the Eastern Palace, the Crown Prince had calculated every single step.

Thinking about it now, the Crown Prince controlled Dong Chang and must have known everyone in the palace inside and out. Knowing he had always been fastidious about cleanliness, that person deliberately made the Eastern Palace stink unbearably to make him thoroughly disgusted.

The bedding was also deliberately made filthy with all sorts of foul substances. Seeing it, he had felt such revulsion that he didn’t want to look at it even once, much less touch it himself.

Thinking about it now, if the Eastern Palace truly neglected the Crown Prince to such an extent, then why would there be a clay brazier burning on the table? Could it have been for making tea for the Crown Prince to drink?

That clay brazier was clearly placed there for him to use in testing the Crown Prince.

How could a cripple possess such penetrating cunning? The truth was that their entire group had underestimated the enemy and been deceived by the Crown Prince for years.

That person occupied the advantageous position at every turn, anticipating his every action and thought. Truly remarkable.

Xun You glanced at the wounds on his hand and snorted coldly in his heart.

So be it. This was what he owed the Empress anyway.

The Empress was angry with him. If he didn’t let her vent, it would likely add to their troubles in the future.

Placing his hands behind his back, Xun You remained silent.

Seeing his reaction, the Empress also felt her behavior had been somewhat excessive. After summoning a nearby palace maid to treat his wounds, she opened the register and looked through it one by one.

A moment later, she laughed coldly. “What a hypocrite seeking fame and fishing for reputation.”

“The Crown Prince is rather clever.”

The Empress casually handed the register to Xun You. “Though he has nothing to his name, he knows how to use his reputation to seek benefits for himself.”

“The women on this list…”

Seeing this, Xun You frowned. “These crippled and disabled ones, those with hidden illnesses and serious diseases—what does the Crown Prince mean by this?”

“What does he mean? Nothing more than wanting to gain a reputation for virtuous sagacity to deceive those foolish ministers in court and the common people of the realm.”

The Empress opened her bloodshot eyes, her expression venomous. “This palace will grant his wish. When the harem is full of old, weak, sick, and disabled women with no beauties, we’ll see if he’ll have the lustful courage to lose virtue and abandon proper conduct!”

She didn’t believe there was a man in this world who didn’t value desire and lust after beauty.

Extending her hand, a nearby palace maid quickly handed her brush and ink.

After carefully examining the list and annotations, the Empress smiled maliciously as she made several marks before throwing the register on the floor.

“Take it to the Crown Prince. Let this palace see whether he can truly go to such lengths for the sake of reputation.”

Xun You picked up the register and quickly glanced at it. He saw six people had been selected. The two Crown Prince’s Consorts were clearly the Shang family’s legitimate daughter over thirty years old plagued by serious illness, and the御史’s only daughter born with black-red birthmarks on her face but a gentle temperament.

The remaining four Crown Prince’s Concubines were either physically disabled, or had been in mourning successively and were half a decade older than the Crown Prince. Two others were famously ugly in the capital with obese figures.

Seeing this, Xun You frowned slightly. These six people were far too obvious.

The Empress’s intentions were clear as day. Once this register was released, it would certainly enrage the court ministers.

He raised his head, about to offer consolation, when he saw the Empress with disheveled hair and beast-like eyes, devoid of any trace of reason.

Xun You paused and swallowed back the words in his mouth.

The First Prince was already dead. The Empress had already been abandoned by her maternal clan. When her maternal clan demanded that the Empress send clan daughters into the Eastern Palace, she had already gone mad.

Whether or not she would now be impeached by court officials simply didn’t matter to her anymore.

Already at the end of her rope, what did she have left to care about?

“This servant understands.”

Xun You bowed and withdrew.

Once the Empress’s decree was issued, it indeed sparked backlash in the court. Several ministers jointly submitted memorials, and the censors launched overwhelming attacks on the Empress, irritating Emperor Wenhui to no end.

Shen Qianyu, on the other hand, went about each day as if nothing had happened, his face full of gentle smiles. If he encountered any elderly minister feeling indignant on his behalf, he would listen carefully and offer soft consolation.

After several days of this, everyone in court grew angry at the Empress for her lack of virtue, and even the Empress’s maternal clan was implicated.

The Empress’s eldest sister-in-law tried multiple times to enter the palace for an audience but was refused each time.

This matter caused an uproar for over half a month, until Emperor Wenhui, unable to withstand the ministers’ criticisms, had no choice but to go to the Empress’s chambers to warn her to restrain herself somewhat.

Looking at the Empress who had long since lost her reason and grown increasingly deranged, Emperor Wenhui frowned deeply and rebuked her for lacking the virtue befitting her position.

“So what if my virtue doesn’t befit my position? Could you possibly depose me as Empress?”

“Shen Congyi, do you have the courage?”

The Empress walked barefoot on the thick carpet, pointing at Emperor Wenhui and cursing loudly. “You coward! Chi’er was cruelly murdered, and did you, as his father, ever ask even once?”

“You clearly know Qianchi was harmed by the Crown Prince, yet just for a few flattering words, a few baseless descriptions for the historical records, you lightly let it pass. Are you even human?”

“Among all the princes back then, you were the most cowardly and incompetent. But when I married down to you, how did you swear and promise to me?”

The Empress’s maternal clan was powerful. If Emperor Wenhui hadn’t sworn oaths back then, vowing there would be rewards after ascending to power, how could she have married him?

If he hadn’t coaxed her daily with sweet words after marriage, how could she have willingly mobilized her entire clan’s power to help him eliminate the last two princes—the Seventeenth and Nineteenth?

“Without this palace’s maternal clan, could you have your current position?”

“Back then you knelt and swore an oath, vowing you would definitely let this palace’s Chi’er ascend the throne as Emperor. Who knew it was all lies to deceive this palace.”

The Empress overturned the lamp stand hanging palace lanterns, laughing maniacally. “Shen Congyi, you who break oaths and betray agreements will not die well!”

Chapter 159: Imperial Decree
Emperor Wenhui was provoked into furious rage by the Empress’s words. He stepped forward and raised his palm high, but didn’t bring it down.

“You dare strike this palace?”

Pushing Emperor Wenhui away, the Empress stepped barefoot on those bright yellow boots.

“Have you gone mad?”

Forcefully shoving the Empress aside, Emperor Wenhui stepped forward and kicked her in the abdomen, then said, “You wicked woman.”

The Empress was kicked and fell to the ground. The phoenix hairpin was heavy, and this sudden blow caused it to tilt and slide off, pulling loose a strand of gray-streaked hair along with it.

That strand of hair appeared especially conspicuous against the crimson carpet. The Empress stared at it, then suddenly began to laugh.

Emperor Wenhui was cowardly, but before he ascended the throne, the two of them had once shared a period of deep affection and tenderness.

Born into a prominent family, she was inevitably somewhat arrogant and domineering in temperament. Though Emperor Wenhui was timid and spineless, he could humble himself. Therefore, in the past when the two had rifts over small matters, it was always Emperor Wenhui who lowered his head first to admit fault and beg forgiveness.

No woman in the world, no matter how noble, could withstand her pillow companion’s daily sweet talk and honeyed words. Over time, she had come to believe Emperor Wenhui’s false and insincere nonsense.

But thinking about it now, how much of what Emperor Wenhui said was true, and how much was false?

“From the day you confined Chi’er, this palace should have seen your true face.”

“Shen Congyi, this palace asks you—did you have a hand in the matter of Chi’er defiling the harem?”

She had never thought of this before, but today, somehow, she suddenly asked this question aloud.

Upon hearing this, Emperor Wenhui didn’t refute, but his eyes evaded hers.

“Ha… This palace knew it. This palace’s Chi’er was not such a lustful fool!”

Scalding hot tears slid from her eyes as the Empress lay on the ground laughing maniacally.

No wonder her Chi’er, after being discovered violating imperial consorts, never said a word in his own defense. Thinking about it now, he must have had suspicions early on, knowing that the person behind it all would never allow him to clear his name of this crime.

No wonder—no wonder after that, Chi’er’s temperament changed dramatically, becoming violent and suspicious.

The Empress crawled up from the ground. Seeing the scattered plum blossom pastries in the distance, she laughed coldly.

“Shen Congyi, you’re quite the actor. Acting for so long, you’ve probably even deceived yourself.”

In her youth, she had loved eating these plum blossom pastries most. After their marriage, Emperor Wenhui often had them sent to her. Whenever she saw them, she would recall their old affections.

But now, the plum blossom pastries scattered all over the floor seemed more like a mockery of her foolishness!

Grabbing the fallen pastries from the ground, the Empress desperately threw them at Emperor Wenhui.

“Wicked woman.”

Seeing those plum blossom pastries, Emperor Wenhui suddenly went mad. “Someone come! Pry open her mouth for me.”

The palace maids and eunuchs in the Empress’s chambers were so frightened they knelt and didn’t dare move. Xun You wanted to step forward to stop it, but was held back by the eunuch beside Emperor Wenhui. After a moment’s hesitation, he remained where he was.

Two eunuchs came forward from behind Emperor Wenhui. Moving efficiently, they pinned the Empress to the ground with her arms behind her back. One person gripped the Empress’s jaw, forcing her to open her mouth.

Emperor Wenhui picked up the scattered plum blossom pastries from the ground and desperately stuffed them into the Empress’s mouth.

“Thirty-two years ago at the New Year’s banquet, you flirted shamelessly with Prince Su’an and offered him plum blossom pastries—did you think I didn’t know? All these years, whenever I see these things, I can recall your revolting appearance back then.”

“These years, whenever you saw these things, you’d beam with joy. Did you think I didn’t know what thoughts you harbored?”

“Today I’ll grant your wish. Let you think about it to your heart’s content. Let you go down there to reunite with Prince Su’an sooner.”

Emperor Wenhui desperately stuffed plum blossom pastries into the Empress’s mouth. Upon hearing this, the Empress bit down hard on her jaw.

Sweet, warm blood flowed into her mouth. The two eunuchs, frightened, released their grip to help Emperor Wenhui, but he viciously slapped the Empress across the face.

“Heh… heh…”

Something from over thirty years ago, when she hadn’t yet come of age, when the two of them had no marriage agreement yet—he had remembered it until now?

Spitting out the debris from her mouth mixed with blood, the Empress laughed. “Petty-minded, incompetent, and treacherous. Shen Congyi, oh Shen Congyi…”

“Pull out all her sharp teeth for me. Let’s see how she’ll insult me then.”

All these years, he had long had enough.

Emperor Wenhui flung his sleeves and strode away.

Walking out of the Empress’s chambers, he said to the eunuch beside him, “Not a word of today’s events must leak out.”

“This servant understands.”

After a moment’s thought, Emperor Wenhui added, “Don’t let the Empress’s maternal clan know either.”

The eunuch nodded and turned to handle the aftermath.

After that day, news spread that the Empress had fallen gravely ill from excessive grief over her son.

Before the Empress fell gravely ill, she had issued an imperial decree determining the candidates for the Crown Prince’s Consort and Concubine positions. Now that the decree had been issued, the court ministers couldn’t oppose the Empress and lose face, so they could only continuously submit memorials to the Emperor, seeking to have Emperor Wenhui nullify the Empress’s decree.

But whether it was because Emperor Wenhui felt guilty, or simply didn’t care who the Crown Prince’s consorts were, there was no response for a long time.

While the court ministers kept submitting memorials on one side, Shen Qianyu stood forth on the other, stating directly that all the women the Empress selected possessed noble virtue. It was the ministers who valued women’s beauty and judged by appearances.

Moreover, the Empress was currently ill. If everyone insisted on opposing the Empress’s decree, they would place him in a position of disloyalty and unfiliality.

After several such instances, fewer and fewer people submitted memorials about this matter. Apart from Minister Luo, who still wouldn’t give up and sought out Shen Qianyu several times, everyone else followed the Crown Prince’s lead and stopped interfering.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

Minister Luo was already advanced in age, yet he kept laboring over this matter. Shen Qianyu truly couldn’t bear it.

“Minister Luo, regarding the Crown Prince’s Consort matter, you need not persuade me further. This palace’s mind is made up. There is absolutely no possibility of change.”

Seeing Minister Luo’s face full of worry, Shen Qianyu sighed slightly. “This palace knows you are truly thinking of the realm, but this palace might as well speak plainly today—these women must enter the palace.”

“This palace has my own calculations.”

“Your Highness’s meaning is… for the sake of reputation?”

Shen Qianyu looked at him quietly, saying against his conscience, “Precisely.”

“Moreover, currently there are only two consorts and four concubines. The positions of Crown Princess, Chenghui, Zhaoxun, and Fengyi remain vacant. Why must you worry?”

“I see, I see. This old minister has been too rigid.”

Minister Luo nodded. Watching him, Shen Qianyu felt a pang in his heart.

So it turned out that in this court, not everyone was as he had thought—people who only sought wealth and power, skilled at flattery and sycophancy.

After persuading Minister Luo, there were no more opposing voices in court. In just over half a month, Emperor Wenhui issued an edict commanding that the Crown Prince’s Consort and Concubine candidates enter the Eastern Palace on an auspicious date.

“Have you asked whether those women are willing?”

Wan Xiao received the bright yellow cloak from Ji Rong’s hands, then nodded. “These women are all willing to enter the palace.”

“That’s good then.”

Song Wan’s thoughts were pure and kind, and she valued gentlemanly conduct. If she learned he was using innocent women to pave the way for her, she would surely regard him as a shameless scoundrel. What if those women became angry and in a moment of resentment refused to enter the palace—what would be done then?

Thinking of this, Shen Qianyu frowned slightly. “These women truly volunteered? Dong Chang didn’t coerce them?”

Wan Xiao lowered his eyelids helplessly. “Does Your Highness know what kind of treatment these women with difficult marriage prospects endure in their households?”

It would only be worse than what Song Wan endured at the Song Estate. How could they be unwilling to enter the Eastern Palace?

“That’s good then.”

Shen Qianyu’s heart was set at ease. His words had barely fallen when he heard Ji Rong come to report that Song Lan’an, Minister Song, requested an audience.

Chapter 160: Playing Matchmaker
Shen Qianyu straightened his robes and stood to await Song Lan’an’s formal greeting. After the sovereign and minister exchanged pleasantries for a moment, Song Lan’an finally brought up the main business.

It turned out that Minister Wei, a councilor from the Central Secretariat, had suddenly contracted a serious illness and submitted a memorial requesting to resign. His Majesty had already granted his request, so today Song Lan’an had come regarding a replacement candidate.

This matter was neither major nor minor, but there was absolutely no need to bring it up separately for discussion.

After the two conversed for a few sentences, Shen Qianyu understood the other party had not yet revealed his true purpose for coming.

Only when the official business was concluded and Song Lan’an was preparing to leave did he casually praise the Crown Prince for selecting worthy and capable people, saying even the several consorts and concubines in the Eastern Palace all possessed outstanding character.

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu laughed heartily. “A woman may be poor or plain in appearance, or lacking in talent and intelligence, but she must be gentle, humble, virtuous, and talented.”

“Though the Eastern Palace’s consorts have acceptable temperaments, compared to the Song family’s daughters, they still lack somewhat in reputation for virtue and spirited grace.”

Song Lan’an sighed lightly that the Crown Prince praised too highly, then left the Eastern Palace with a smile.

After returning to the Song Estate, he cultivated Song Nian, Song Ni, and the others even more carefully.

Winter passed and new spring arrived. The Crown Prince’s Consorts and Concubines selected by the Empress had entered the Eastern Palace over a month ago. Compared to its bleak and cold appearance half a year earlier, the current Eastern Palace not only had more signs of life, but also more liveliness and commotion.

Those women had probably grown accustomed to cold treatment, so they grasped the proper attitude toward others with extreme precision.

Apart from one or two who came daily to pay respects to Shen Qianyu when they first entered the palace, once they discovered he had absolutely no intention of favoring them, they each, one by one, closed their doors and lived their own lives as they had at home.

Shen Qianyu treated them generously enough. For a time, the entire Eastern Palace got along remarkably harmoniously.

As green buds gradually appeared on the trees, with bright flowers and graceful willows, the capital, which had been cold and desolate throughout winter, gradually relaxed from its bleakness, revealing some vibrant life.

During the Spring Viewing Festival, Emperor Wenhui rarely showed some interest. He had people set up a banquet in the palace, inviting important court ministers along with their family members to enjoy spring together.

Because the Empress had been ill for a long time without recovery, responsibility for organizing the palace banquet fell to Jiang Man.

Originally, His Majesty had intended to have Imperial Consort Yun handle this matter, but she had declined, citing the Third Prince’s facial injuries not yet healing.

“By pushing away this duty, isn’t Your Ladyship afraid Imperial Consort Jiang will create trouble today?”

Song Yuning looked at the various leather and silver masks laid out before her, saying casually, “The Crown Prince’s position grows increasingly stable. She has no time to bother with me and Qianbai. Even if she wanted to use some scheme, it wouldn’t be directed at this palace.”

“As for the Crown Prince’s side, he can handle it well.”

“Come look—which one is better?”

Caijin stepped forward to help Song Yuning select a mask.

“The palace is rarely this lively. This servant feels this silver carved one looks more refined and dignified, more befitting the Third Prince.”

Upon hearing this, Song Yuning scoffed but didn’t respond.

The reason a Spring Viewing Banquet was being held in the palace this year wasn’t because Emperor Wenhui had changed his nature, but because a few days ago during morning court, he had fallen asleep in front of all the civil and military officials.

It was said that day, thunderous snoring echoed along the imperial walkway, shocking the entire court.

The Emperor was aging, but he didn’t dare admit it.

Now this was nothing more than clinging to life, forcing himself to maintain appearances, wanting to tell the court ministers he still had some use.

Song Yuning placed the silver mask in her hand into a brocade box and handed it to Caijin, then inquired about Song Wan.

She missed Song Wan terribly, so she had summoned her into the palace early to meet before the palace banquet.

“She should arrive soon. This servant will go ask Eunuch Changping.”

Caijin carried the brocade box out. Before long, she led Song Wan in.

“Wan’er, come let your aunt take a look at you.”

After the Empress fell gravely ill, the rear palace was under strict control. Song Yuning hadn’t seen Song Wan throughout the entire winter. Seeing her today filled her with such delight that her face beamed with smiles. She couldn’t help stepping forward to touch Song Wan’s cheek.

“Your aunt feels you’ve filled out a bit.”

Song Wan smiled shyly. “With no worries at the estate, I suppose it’s as the saying goes—a broad heart makes a plump body.”

“Filling out a bit is good. In the past, you were too thin and it pained your aunt to see.”

As she was speaking, the corners of Song Yuning’s lips curved up slightly. She coughed lightly and said, “Do you still have contact with that young eunuch from the Eastern Palace?”

“Aunt knows of Ji Rong?”

Song Yuning didn’t answer, but smiled at her with ambiguous meaning.

Song Wan was somewhat confused, but answered obediently, “We’ve exchanged letters five or six times throughout winter, mostly about trivial matters.”

Ji Rong seemed very enthusiastic about having Dong Chang bring various items for Song Fu. It was just that she felt it wasn’t proper etiquette, so most of the time she had Song Fu return them the same way. Recently, she seemed not to have heard of Ji Rong sending anything.

Song Yuning looked at Song Wan, whose eyes were clear and who remained innocent and naive about matters between men and women. Her heart softened.

Cursing Jiang Xingjian silently a few times, she felt somewhat better.

“Why does Aunt ask about this?”

Song Yuning smiled softly. “Just asking casually.”

“Come, let your aunt style your hair. It’s not done well.”

Song Wan hesitated slightly, but was pulled by Song Yuning to sit before the bronze mirror.

Raising her hand to remove the hairpin from her head, Song Yuning then loosened her hair bun. As her smooth, dark tresses fell down, Song Wan’s ears flushed red.

Song Yuning said with a serious expression, “Since you’ve completely severed ties with Jiang Xingjian, why must you still wear this married woman’s hair bun?”

“Your aunt knows you observe propriety, but Wan’er…”

“Don’t be so harsh on yourself.”

Every time she saw Song Wan wearing her hair neither fully as a married woman nor as an unmarried girl, her heart ached. Though it was just a hairstyle, she could see Wan’er’s insecurity in it.

She didn’t know how she should live—as an unmarried young lady, or as a married woman.

Song Yuning pressed her lips together slightly and carefully began styling Song Wan’s hair.

“Caijin, take all these old-fashioned things and throw them away. Save this palace from having to look at these eyesores.”

Seeing Caijin carry out the hairpins removed from her head, Song Wan said softly, “Don’t be angry, Aunt. Why take it out on objects?”

Song Yuning snorted coldly. “Say less. One after another like blocks of wood—when will spring arrive for you? Spring has already come, yet you still won’t bloom. When are you waiting for? Until winter again? You all can afford to wait, but your aunt cannot wait any longer.”

“What’s this about wood and flowers…”

Song Wan smiled with pursed lips, not understanding what Song Yuning was talking about.

“Look, isn’t this much more beautiful?”

Her dark hair cascaded down. Because it had been worn in a bun earlier, the ends had slight curls and waves. Not only did this not seem improper, it actually added several touches of charming, youthful feminine allure.

“Heng Zhi’s skills truly won’t do. Your face is already beautiful—keeping it simple with just a light touch of lip color would suffice. Heavy makeup doesn’t suit you.”

Heng Zhi, standing behind Song Wan, quickly spoke up to beg forgiveness.

Her skills truly couldn’t compare to Lü Zhu and Xiang Cao’s. Even when she applied makeup for her young miss, she always felt it looked worse than when she didn’t apply any.

Now, with just a few touches, Imperial Consort Yun had changed Song Wan’s makeup, leaving Heng Zhi staring in amazement.

Though her young miss was already breathtakingly beautiful, she had never looked as lively and natural as she did today.

Song Yuning took out a butterfly and begonia hairpin from the makeup box and gently placed it in Song Wan’s hair.

“There, perfect. Today you’ll stay by your aunt’s side. Don’t go anywhere. With such a beautiful appearance, let your aunt look at you more, make your aunt happier.”

Song Wan looked at herself in the mirror and nodded with a sweet smile.

Heng Zhi stepped forward to carefully study her young miss’s makeup, preparing to learn it well.

Song Yuning took a step back and said to Caijin, “Go to the Eastern Palace to find the Crown Prince. Tell him this palace has business with him and to come to Changxin Palace after the palace banquet ends.”

Chapter 161: Pinnacle
Song Yuning truly couldn’t bear to watch the Crown Prince’s oblivious manner. He acted sluggishly in all things, while Wan’er was someone who rigidly adhered to propriety and tradition. Without someone to add fuel to the fire, who knew when these two would ever manage to exchange even a single word? If they truly proceeded according to their own temperaments, she feared that even after she was holding her grandchildren, these two still wouldn’t have gotten together.

Pulling Song Wan over, Song Yuning said, “You should also help your aunt take a good look today at which young lady would be suitable for Qianbai.”

For the unmarried young ladies of the capital, attending a palace banquet was the only opportunity they had to openly show their faces. However, Emperor Wenhui had always feared causing trouble in past years and rarely held such gatherings.

“You don’t know this, but over these past ten or twenty years, marriage arrangements among aristocratic families have become considerably more difficult.”

Song Wan gently patted Song Yuning’s hand, signaling her to be more cautious with her words.

“You, with your temperament, would be suited to finding someone more lively in the future, otherwise both of you would be bored to death.”

“Aunt is teasing Wan’er.”

Song Wan smiled, her moist eyes curving into crescent moons, making Song Yuning impossibly delighted with her.

“Today you should smile more just like this, so those green boys will know which young lady in the capital is the most beautiful.”

Teased until her cheeks flushed with color, Song Wan grasped Song Yuning’s hand in silent plea for mercy.

The aunt and niece chatted in the hall for quite a while before leaving Changxin Palace to attend the banquet in the Imperial Garden.

Song Wan had arrived early and had been directly received by Changping to see Noble Consort Yun, naturally taking a different route from Madam Song, Song Yao, Song Nian and the others. Now Madam Song sat with her daughters behind the family members of first-rank officials, watching as Song Wan sat in the front row. However, Song Wan’s temperament was reserved—though her position drew attention, throughout the entire palace banquet she never once glanced around. Naturally she also didn’t know that Shen Qianyu, seated at the Emperor’s left, could no longer remain seated, his gaze wandering throughout the palace banquet.

Watching from below, Wan Xiao couldn’t help but laugh aloud.

His master, from the moment of entering—when all the officials knelt in greeting—had been full of hope that particular person would lift her head to look at him even once. Who could have known that the legitimate daughter of the Song family was so rule-abiding, never once overstepping propriety from beginning to end?

Thinking of this, he turned to look at the three young ladies beside Madam Song.

One had a bashful expression and occasionally stole glances at his master, one was composed and reserved and never lifted her head, and there was another of tender years currently examining the dishes before her with lowered head.

His gaze lingered on Song Nian’s face for a moment, and Wan Xiao turned his head, secretly thinking that only this young lady possessed some semblance of noble daughter bearing.

The one whose thoughts were restless wasn’t just Shen Qianyu. Jiang Xingjian, looking at Song Wan with her graceful countenance and occasional gentle smiles, also felt bitterness filling his heart.

The Marquis of Chengyang’s residence without Song Wan was, to him, no different from a cold and unbearable prison.

Halfway through the palace banquet, Emperor Wenhui’s spirits soared greatly and he generously rewarded several noble daughters of outstanding talent. Song Yao was among them.

Receiving Emperor Wenhui’s reward from a palace maid’s hands, she couldn’t help but glance toward Shen Qianyu.

Shen Qianyu listlessly toyed with jade chopsticks, his thoughts having long since flown off to who knows where.

Only Wan Xiao knew that if his master still possessed even a thread of rationality, he would have long ago been staring fixedly at Song Wan.

Throughout one palace banquet, everyone harbored their own thoughts.

Finally enduring until Emperor Wenhui’s departure, Shen Qianyu was the first to leave.

“Wan’er, your aunt is also tired. Will you accompany your aunt back to Changxin Palace to rest? In the evening, your aunt will have Changping escort you out of the palace, how about that?”

Song Wan nodded, having Heng Zhi inform Madam Song before supporting Song Yuning as they departed.

“Mother Consort, you can play with Shu’er…”

“Don’t disturb Mother Consort.”

Jiang Man pushed Shen Qianshu away. Though he could now walk on the ground, he still wasn’t as agile as before—if he walked too hastily, he would inevitably stumble and fall.

Now, being pushed by Jiang Man like this, he immediately fell to the ground.

“You…”

“Xi Zhang, take good care of the Fifth Prince.”

Dropping these few words coldly, Jiang Man also quickly departed.

While the civil and military officials were still in the palace, she still had important matters that needed doing. Now that the Crown Prince’s position was becoming increasingly stable, if she didn’t act now, she feared there would be no opportunity in the future.

Hastily exchanging a meaningful glance with a distant palace maid, Jiang Man quickly disappeared from the Imperial Garden.

Xi Zhang came forward to lift up the Fifth Prince and sent him back to Yanqing Palace.

Yanqing Palace today was completely unlike the other palaces in their festive atmosphere. The entire Yanqing Palace was eerily quiet, with people having been deployed elsewhere unknown.

After Shen Qianshu was sent back to his own sleeping chamber, he couldn’t help but cry before Fu Xiang.

“Master, don’t cry. This servant will keep you company.”

Fu Xiang wasn’t very old—when he was first castrated, he had been about the same age as Shen Qianshu.

He was honest and loyal by nature. Because Jiang Man disliked those with complicated minds, all the eunuchs around Shen Qianshu were honest folk like Fu Xiang.

Searching through the red cabinet, he found a box full of curious objects that Lin Jiayue had sent, and he secretly presented the items before Shen Qianshu.

“Master, choose one you fancy, and this servant will play with you.”

“I want Mother Consort to keep me company.”

“Her Ladyship is busy with affairs. Tomorrow—tomorrow Her Ladyship will certainly keep young master company.”

Shen Qianshu looked at Fu Xiang, pouted, and shed a tear.

Fu Xiang anxiously spun in circles, and seeing the unicycle under the bed, couldn’t help but drag it out to try. He fell down and got up, got up and fell again, repeating this cycle to amuse Shen Qianshu.

“Hehehe… it’s fun.”

After all, he had a child’s nature. In just a short while, Shen Qianshu’s attention had been diverted, and he stood on tiptoe to get down from the bed and play together with Fu Xiang.

“Let’s go put the boats in the pond. I’ve wanted to float these wooden boats for so long, but I couldn’t get out before.”

“Fifth Prince, we can’t go out right now. Tomorrow…”

Seeing that the moment he said “tomorrow,” Shen Qianshu’s mouth curved downward on the verge of tears, Fu Xiang hastily said, “There are night guards outside. We can’t get past them.”

“No matter. I know the way.”

Carrying two exquisitely crafted three-story wooden boats, Shen Qianshu pulled Fu Xiang along and secretly slipped through beneath the courtyard walls to the lotus pond within Yanqing Palace.

“They really can float.”

The two crouched under the small stone bridge, covering their mouths as they laughed merrily.

“Your Highness, it’s time to return.”

Fu Xiang felt afraid and after playing for only half an incense stick’s time, was already anxious to return to the sleeping chamber.

Shen Qianshu nodded. He also knew he shouldn’t be greedy for play, so he bent over to retrieve the wooden boats from the pond, preparing to leave.

But he was small with short arms—how could he reach? The moment he leaned forward and exerted force, he fell into the pond with a splash.

“Your Highness!”

Fu Xiang broke out in a cold sweat. Without a thought, he jumped into the pond as well.

A child of five or six falling into a pond—before he could even thrash about much, he quickly lost all movement. Fu Xiang rushed to Shen Qianshu’s side, desperately trying to pull him back to shore.

But he too was young without much strength, and after struggling in the water for a while, he also lost his energy.

Left with no choice, Fu Xiang could only give up and swim to shore by himself.

The moonlight was pure and clear. Fu Xiang could only see on the water’s surface, glittering with silver scales, a small figure floating up.

“Fifth Prince…”

Fu Xiang cried as he gritted his teeth, thought for a moment, then jumped back into the pond water again.

When the palace maids of Yanqing Palace discovered the Fifth Prince wasn’t in his sleeping chamber, every one of them was frightened out of their wits. Several people didn’t dare make a commotion, all preparing to find him first before reporting this matter to Jiang Man.

And Jiang Man knew nothing of this. At this moment she was watching for the right opportunity, preparing to strike Shen Qianyu a devastating blow.

Only by pulling the Crown Prince from his horse could her child return to the pinnacle of power.

Chapter 162: Enlightenment
Throughout the entire spring viewing banquet, Shen Qianyu’s thoughts were focused on when Emperor Wenhui would leave. The moment Emperor Wenhui departed, he followed suit, all for the sake of allowing Song Yuning to take Song Wan away earlier. Leaving the Imperial Garden, Shen Qianyu headed toward the Eastern Palace together with Ji Rong.

“These flowers are blooming quite nicely. Noble Consort Jiang has been thoughtful.”

Ji Rong looked at the flower pots placed everywhere, occupying even the main palace pathways, and glanced at Shen Qianyu with incomprehension.

Yesterday his master had clearly said these things were exceedingly cumbersome, not only wasteful of people’s labor and wealth but also blocking the palace roads. How had they suddenly become Noble Consort Jiang being thoughtful today?

“You need not follow. Go fetch the festival gifts I prepared during the day.”

During the day he had already sent festival gifts to various palace halls, leaving only those for Changxin Palace behind. Though it was a proper festival, it still wasn’t appropriate to go to an imperial consort’s sleeping chamber in the evening without reason.

Ji Rong quickly delivered the festival gifts Shen Qianyu had prepared. He lifted them and weighed them twice, feeling the weight was sufficient, before striding alone toward Changxin Palace.

However, along the way there were always palace maids and eunuchs coming forward to pay their respects. Finding this annoying, after dismissing two or three groups of people, he switched to a relatively secluded route instead.

Passing by Ningxiang Pavilion, Shen Qianyu only heard the sound of pleasant zither music coming from inside.

“Playing tricks and acting mysterious.”

He sneered once and didn’t pause even slightly.

No wonder the number of eunuchs and palace maids he encountered today was unreasonably high—so they were waiting for him here.

His expression becoming slightly stern, a trace of irritation rose in his heart.

If someone was lying in ambush here, then was the message Noble Consort Yun had someone convey true or false?

He paused slightly, thought it over, and took even larger strides forward.

If it was false, it would merely be a wasted trip. But if it was true and he didn’t keep the appointment, wouldn’t that make him someone ignorant of proper etiquette and arrogantly conceited?

Thinking this way, Shen Qianyu felt inexplicably excited.

However, before he could feel pleased for long, having just walked not far past Ningxiang Pavilion, he sensed a fragrant breeze approaching from behind. The heavy scent of powder and rouge made Shen Qianyu furrow his brows severely.

“Who goes there?”

“Your Highness Crown Prince, please save this humble woman.”

A woman with disheveled clothing ran out from behind. The woman had an alluring figure, her waist so slender and delicate it seemed it would snap with a pinch, soft beyond measure.

Moreover, as she spoke, her eyes brimmed with tears. The way she looked at Shen Qianyu with a mixture of coyness and fear was pitiably moving and extremely seductive.

“Your Highness, please save this humble woman.”

The woman stumbled and cried as she threw herself toward Shen Qianyu. Shen Qianyu didn’t move at all, but just as she was about to collapse into his embrace with her body tilted, he suddenly stepped aside.

With a thud, the woman fell to the ground with a solid impact.

The outer robe that had been pulled into disarray by someone slid slowly down her smooth skin to the ground. The young woman exposed her pale white back and lay delicately on the ground for quite a while without getting up.

Shen Qianyu was about to leave when he heard the young woman sob in a voice melodious as a warbling oriole: “Your Highness Crown Prince, a thief placed aphrodisiac incense on this humble woman’s body. Your Highness, please save this humble woman…”

“Just now Your Highness also smelled the fragrance on this humble woman’s body. If it’s not resolved, it will harm the body.”

The young woman raised her head, revealing an exquisitely beautiful face: “Your Highness, this humble woman…”

Gathering the clothing on her body, her face full of shame: “This humble woman’s purity is already lost… This humble woman doesn’t seek status, only asks to remain by Your Highness’s side as slave or servant, to preserve her reputation.”

“Reputation?”

Shen Qianyu looked the woman over once and sneered coldly: “Deep in the night with disheveled clothing—where is your reputation? Being able to spout so much nonsense, it seems you didn’t fall hard enough.”

Too lazy to say more to her, Shen Qianyu looked down at the food box in his hand. Seeing nothing was even tilted, he departed decisively.

It wasn’t until he had walked quite far that the woman, in too much pain, was unable to get up.

“Useless.”

Jiang Man walked forward from the shadows, looking down at the woman on the ground with sinister eyes.

“Your Ladyship.”

The young woman’s eyes filled with tears as she pleaded softly: “The Crown Prince was affected by this commoner woman’s enchanting incense—there shouldn’t be no reaction. Your Ladyship, please give this commoner woman one more chance. This commoner woman will certainly…”

Jiang Man cast an impatient glance at the eunuch behind her. The eunuch silently came forward, covered the young woman’s mouth, and dragged her away.

“If I’d known this thing was so useless, I wouldn’t have gone through such great trouble to bring her into the palace under the pretext of the spring viewing banquet.”

“Your Ladyship, then today?”

Jiang Man’s expression turned severe: “Do you take the Crown Prince for a fool? When one scheme fails, will he wait for you to implement another?”

The palace maid silently retreated, not daring to make even the slightest sound.

“Return to Yanqing Palace.”

After several people departed, a thin and frail eunuch appeared, cleaned the surroundings, erased all traces, and then departed without a sound.

Shen Qianyu had matters on his mind and was too lazy to bother with others’ crooked schemes. He focused single-mindedly on walking to Changxin Palace.

Just as he entered Changxin Palace, he saw Song Wan at the stone table outside Noble Consort Yun’s sleeping chamber, writing and pasting auspicious spring characters and paintings together with Heng Zhi.

Today’s Song Wan was extraordinarily different from usual days.

For a moment, Shen Qianyu couldn’t quite say what had changed about her, but it just made him feel he could never look at her enough.

Song Wan beneath the palace lanterns seemed to carry a layer of faint luminous haze. Her features were already gentle and soft, and now bathed in the orange lamplight, they added even more tender and charming allure.

Shen Qianyu only felt thunder rumbling in his chest. Scalding blood flowed from his heart throughout his entire body, and very soon it burned so hot he could barely hold the basket in his hand.

When the heart stirs, desire moves.

Shen Qianyu suddenly became flustered, and the hand gripping the food box couldn’t help but clench nervously.

This was truly… inappropriate!

How could he… how could this be?

Blankly wiping the thin layer of sweat from his forehead, Shen Qianyu furrowed his brows tightly, bewildered in his heart.

When in Nanqing, Qin Rao had also fed him quite a few strange and unusual things, but aside from once or twice when he was young when he’d felt restless, afterward those medicines had long since lost their effect on him.

The thing in that woman’s hand today couldn’t possibly be better than the imperial clan of Nanqing, which was famous for its debauchery and licentiousness.

It was absolutely impossible for him to be bewitched by it.

So how could this be?

Shen Qianyu stood blankly at the courtyard gate. Song Wan and Heng Zhi had just finished pasting the spring greeting cards when, turning her head, she saw a tall man standing not far behind them.

Before she could clearly see the person’s features, Song Wan’s knees already touched the ground as she lowered her head to greet the Crown Prince.

The Crown Prince’s ceremonial robes were too conspicuous.

“The eldest daughter of the Song family greets Your Highness Crown Prince.”

Seeing her young lady had already knelt down, Heng Zhi also hurriedly knelt as well.

Shen Qianyu’s mind was in chaos. He looked down at Song Wan, his heart still pounding like a drum.

Today Song Wan wore a low-collared jacket. When she lowered her head, her jet-black hair slid from her shoulder, revealing an ear as white as jade.

Shen Qianyu took a step backward and didn’t speak.

Song Wan knelt on the ground. Since the Crown Prince hadn’t spoken, she didn’t dare to rise on her own initiative either. She could only quietly wait for the Crown Prince to act.

Who could have imagined that after a moment, she would only hear a loud clang of a heavy object hitting the ground, followed immediately by the sound of chaotic footsteps.

Only after hearing that the Crown Prince had already run far away did Song Wan raise her head in a daze.

“Miss, just now that person… was it the Crown Prince?”

Song Wan also blinked: “Wearing crimson robes, feet in red ceremonial shoes—it should definitely be the Crown Prince…”

The master and servant looked at each other, both uncertain of the situation.

Song Yuning came out from the sleeping chamber holding a cloak and saw these two master and servant kneeling on the ground, both in a daze.

“What’s going on? What are you two doing kneeling here? It’s precisely the time when the cold returns—be careful not to damage your kneecaps.”

Pulling Song Wan up, Song Yuning frowned: “What are you doing?”

Song Wan said, “Aunt, just now it seemed the Crown Prince came.”

“The Crown Prince came? Where?”

Song Wan pointed at a pile of scattered items on the ground, her expression worried: “I don’t know. He dropped these things and ran off.”

Chapter 163: Affection and Righteousness
“Ran off?”

Song Yuning looked utterly shocked.

Song Wan nodded, her expression also grim.

For the Crown Prince to come alone seeking her aunt after the palace banquet, there should be an important matter. Yet her presence here—she didn’t know whether it had delayed something.

Moreover, the Crown Prince’s reaction was truly too strange. Try as she might, she couldn’t figure it out.

Song Wan only felt that there must be some great matter that had occurred to make the Crown Prince lose his composure to such an extent.

But no matter how she thought about it, she couldn’t understand what kind of situation could make the Crown Prince, who had been a hostage since childhood, panic like this.

Song Yuning frowned: “No need to worry about it. Whatever the matter, we’ll know by tomorrow.”

“Aunt is quite right.”

Draping the brocade cloak in her hands over Song Wan, Song Yuning said, “I’ll have Changping escort you back to the residence.”

Song Wan nodded. How could she know that after Shen Qianyu returned to the Eastern Palace, his heart had never settled down?

Wan Xiao and Ji Rong stood in the Eastern Palace watching palace maids paste spring greeting cards. The two stood under the covered corridor when they saw Shen Qianyu with a face dark as water, hurrying in from outside with large strides.

“Your Highness, didn’t you go to…”

Before Wan Xiao could finish speaking, his master had already disappeared from view, leaving only a cutting wind behind.

“What’s this about?”

Ji Rong shook his head. The two exchanged glances and followed.

Shen Qianyu shed his Crown Prince ceremonial robes and plunged headfirst into the white jade pool in the Eastern Palace.

The two entered. Ji Rong picked up the clothes from the ground while Wan Xiao crouched halfway at the pool’s edge, looking at Shen Qianyu whose eyes were closed and whose face showed complete irritation.

“What’s happened to Your Highness?”

“Don’t make noise.”

He had some matters he hadn’t figured out yet and was currently thinking them through.

Shen Qianyu’s heart was still pounding incessantly. He opened his eyes, cupped a handful of water, and splashed it on his face.

“I should take responsibility.”

Wan Xiao was puzzled: “Take responsibility for what?”

He had met with Song Wan several times—he should have ruined her reputation and ought to take responsibility.

Shen Qianyu pressed his lips together without speaking.

No, these were all excuses. He had developed desires toward that person, which was both related and unrelated to the aphrodisiac incense that woman had mentioned.

Recalling Song Wan’s every movement and gesture from today, Shen Qianyu plunged his head into the white jade pool for quite a while before emerging.

He had actually developed such thoughts toward Song Wan!

Thinking of Song Wan, Shen Qianyu suddenly froze. Had he just left that person standing there and run off by himself?

“Send someone to Changxin Palace to inquire whether Miss Song has left.”

Ji Rong acknowledged and turned to leave.

Wan Xiao looked at Shen Qianyu with an expression full of interest, secretly thinking that today was truly rare—his master had actually transformed like a cracked gourd ladle and become enlightened.

Seeing his restless expression, Wan Xiao smiled and went to find palace maids to brew cooling medicine for the Crown Prince.

After the two left, Shen Qianyu grabbed a soft towel and haphazardly wiped his head dry.

If he wasn’t infatuated with Song Wan, how could he have developed such thoughts?

The imperial clan of Nanqing, whether male or female, were all people who craved pleasure and desired carnal relations. He had seen plenty of absurd things in the Nanqing imperial palace and was thoroughly disgusted by matters between men and women.

Yet now he had actually developed feelings of intimacy toward Song Wan—he must have unknowingly fallen in love with her.

Shen Qianyu’s eyelids drooped slightly, inexplicably feeling somewhat bashful.

Having figured out his own heart, he also felt that his recent actions had been truly foolish. Fortunately, that person didn’t know and wouldn’t think in that direction.

Sitting cross-legged at the edge of the white jade pool, Shen Qianyu was already pondering how to coax Song Wan back to the Eastern Palace to properly protect her.

Ji Rong returned from outside, reporting that Miss Song had already left the palace. However, when he spoke, his face showed disappointment—he was quite dispirited.

“What happened?”

Ji Rong looked up resentfully: “Did Your Highness offend Noble Consort Yun? Her Ladyship held onto this servant and scolded him for most of an hour.”

“…”

Shen Qianyu coughed lightly: “You’ve worked hard. Tomorrow I’ll go to Changxin Palace to apologize to her.”

He still had matters he wanted to request of Noble Consort Yun. If he didn’t properly apologize, he feared it would be difficult to grow old together with his wife.

Having tossed and turned all night in the Eastern Palace, just as dawn was breaking, Ji Rong came to report that yesterday the Fifth Prince Shen Qianshu had fallen into pond water and drowned.

Shen Qianyu frowned: “Whose handiwork?”

“It was an accident.”

Ji Rong said: “This morning palace maids discovered two corpses in the lotus pond.”

“It appears the Fifth Prince took his attendant to the pond in the evening to float boats. When they were retrieved this morning, he was still clutching two wooden boats in his hands.”

“At Yanqing Palace… quite a few people died.”

Shen Qianyu frowned slightly and after a moment’s pause said: “Have the people of the Eastern Palace keep their distance from Yanqing Palace.”

“Is Master afraid Noble Consort Yun will make a move against us?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “I am unwilling to kick someone when they’re down—it’s truly undignified.”

Nor was it the action of a gentleman.

Thinking of the words “gentleman,” Shen Qianyu smiled faintly. Only at this moment did he understand why someone who had suffered such mistreatment would be fond of Song Wan.

Because just by standing beside that person, one’s heart would become peaceful and generate fearless courage.

Casually picking up the book Song Wan had given him from beside his pillow, when Shen Qianyu turned to the passage “All things are complete within me; when I turn inward and find sincerity, there is no greater joy,” he smiled again.

Cultivating oneself and seeking within to be a gentleman, doing honorable deeds—it truly was joyful.

Rising and changing into everyday clothes, Shen Qianyu went to Changxin Palace to pay his respects to Song Yuning.

The moment Song Yuning saw him, she felt this person’s bearing and demeanor had greatly changed.

The former Shen Qianyu had been arrogant in excess but lacking in composure. Today’s version of him, however, displayed natural ease and transcendence in both expression and conduct.

She had originally wanted to ask whether Shen Qianshu’s death was related to him, but now there was no need to ask anymore.

After thinking for a moment, Song Yuning said: “What was going on with you yesterday?”

Shen Qianyu coughed lightly: “I made Aunt laugh at me.”

This single address of “aunt” filled Song Yuning’s eyes and brows with joyful delight.

“How did you come to understand?”

How could he dare discuss before Song Yuning his thoughts about wanting to “betray his teacher and ancestors”?

Shen Qianyu smiled faintly and let it pass.

“Don’t want to say?”

The smile on Song Yuning’s face became somewhat gentler: “Then tell me, what brings you to seek me today?”

“I would like to ask Aunt to summon Wan’er to the palace. I have some words I wish to say to her.”

“It seems you’re already fully prepared.”

Shen Qianyu smiled without speaking.

He had long since decided how to guide Wan’er step by step toward the highest position. What was difficult now wasn’t this. What was difficult now was how to make Wan’er willingly enter the Eastern Palace.

Song Wan observed propriety. She would absolutely never have private relations with any man before marriage was established.

If he wanted her to come to his side, there was only one method.

Shen Qianyu looked toward Song Yuning, his expression solemn and serious: “Aunt can rest assured. In this life, I will certainly treat Wan’er with true sincerity and protect her from worry all her days.”

Song Yuning’s eyes grew hot with tears: “If you treat her well, Wan’er will also treat you well.”

Her Wan’er was gentle and soft. If she truly came to like a man, she would certainly devote her whole heart to him. It was just unknown whether Shen Qianyu had that good fortune to open Wan’er’s heart.

“Aunt can rest assured.”

He was born into the imperial family and raised in a prison. Though imperial blood flowed through his veins, he didn’t possess the thin affection and meager righteousness of imperial family members.

He had seen darkness and also knew that among all things in the world, human goodwill was especially rare. Therefore, he would absolutely never carelessly squander Song Wan’s sincere heart.

He would also properly protect Song Wan beneath his wings until death claimed his body and soul.

Chapter 164: Proper Arrangements
“Her Ladyship has repeatedly summoned Miss into the palace—could it be about the Fifth Prince’s matter?”

“It shouldn’t be.”

Song Wan pinched her handkerchief, also finding it somewhat strange.

“Elder Brother said His Majesty sent people to carefully investigate, and the Fifth Prince truly died by accident. Neither the Crown Prince nor Aunt currently have any need to move against the Fifth Prince, so summoning me to the palace today should be about other matters.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together: “I just don’t know what it’s for.”

Heng Zhi said: “Miss need not worry. It shouldn’t be anything urgent.”

Selecting a cherry red hundred-flowers skirt from the wardrobe, Heng Zhi was just about to help Song Wan change when she saw her shake her head: “Change to something more refined.”

“There’s mourning in the palace. Though the Fifth Prince was young and no funeral rites will be held, we still shouldn’t be too ostentatious.”

After changing into a goose-yellow cloak and moon-white long skirt, Song Wan finally boarded the carriage that Changping had come to collect her in.

Song Yuning had been waiting for her in Changxin Palace since early morning. Seeing her arrive, she couldn’t help but smile and praise her attire today.

After exchanging a few words, Noble Consort Yun smiled lightly and said: “Today, your aunt has also been entrusted by someone. There’s someone who wishes to see you.”

Song Wan was puzzled and was about to inquire when Song Yuning spoke again: “Let him speak with you himself.”

Signaling Heng Zhi to leave with her, only Song Wan remained alone in the entire courtyard.

Not knowing what the current situation was, she heard someone cough lightly.

Shen Qianyu wore the Crown Prince’s everyday attire and walked up before Song Wan in a few steps. Song Wan looked at his face, her expression changing several times.

“Greetings to the Crown Prince…”

Just as she prepared to kneel in obeisance, she was virtually supported by Shen Qianyu, who prevented her kneeling motion.

Song Wan retreated a step backward but still knelt down: “I’ve seen Your Highness Crown Prince.”

“Miss, please rise quickly.”

The moment Shen Qianyu moved forward, Song Wan rose and continued retreating another step.

She lowered her head slightly, making it impossible to guess her thoughts. But Shen Qianyu knew she was annoyed.

“I didn’t intentionally deceive you. The truth is that previously in the palace I could only survive using Ji Rong’s identity, which caused Miss to misunderstand. Moreover, I never had any intention of toying with you. You absolutely must not think of me this way.”

Knowing Song Wan was uncomfortable, Shen Qianyu took the initiative to increase the distance between them.

Song Wan still kept her head lowered in silent silence, allowing him alone to explain.

“I know my actions were improper and not those of a gentleman, but at that time I was forced by circumstances—there truly was no other method, which is why I was so presumptuous toward you.”

Hearing these words that shifted blame, Song Wan only felt overwhelming shame.

For the Crown Prince to interact with her in the identity of a palace servant was not only against propriety but also… completely lacking in decorum.

Gripping her handkerchief tightly, Song Wan’s face flushed with anger. After a long while, she finally uttered: “I don’t know what matter the Crown Prince summoned this subject woman to the palace for?”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes dimmed—he knew that with today’s events, the two of them could never return to how things were before.

But he wasn’t someone who admitted defeat easily. On the contrary, he became more courageous with setbacks. Seeing Song Wan resist his closeness, Shen Qianyu’s expression became somewhat more solemn: “I sought Miss today because I wish to make a transaction with you.”

“What transaction?”

Song Wan frowned slightly and only then raised her head to look at the Crown Prince.

“A transaction that kills several birds with one stone.”

Placing his hands behind his back, Shen Qianyu secretly exhaled to ease the nervousness and bashfulness in his heart. However, his face appeared steady and composed, quite presentable.

“I wish to have Miss enter the Eastern Palace…”

Song Wan was about to refute when he raised his hand to interrupt her: “Miss, please hear me out first.”

“Although previously I had no choice but to conceal my identity and deceive you, I have never harbored any ill will toward you or the Song family.”

Seeing her expression seem somewhat moved, Shen Qianyu continued: “Miss also knows I was sent to Nanqing as a hostage from childhood. Forget about reading, writing, and learning proper conduct—even reading a few literary memorials is quite laborious…”

“Therefore, I need someone by my side—someone capable of assisting me, with a steady temperament who can also help me preserve the imperial family’s dignity.”

“I feel that only Miss Song’s character and learning are sufficient for this responsibility.”

Shen Qianyu saw her expression increasingly soften and couldn’t help but quickly add: “I have absolutely no intention of using power to bully the weak or coerce you. I’ve searched through several women of both talent and virtue in the capital, but unfortunately I truly cannot let down my guard to approach them, much less trust them as I trust you.”

Urgently expressing his sincere feelings toward her, Shen Qianyu murmured: “After much thought, Miss is still the most suitable.”

Song Wan’s brows knitted imperceptibly for an instant.

“Of course, I won’t let Miss suffer grievances for nothing.”

Shen Qianyu stood up and stepped forward: “If Miss is willing to enter the Eastern Palace, I will certainly promise you the position of Empress.”

Song Wan was so surprised her eyes widened in circles.

“These words are sincere, absolutely without deception.”

Seeing Song Wan unmoved, Shen Qianyu said: “You need not be surprised. This is a transaction between me and the Song family.”

“The Song family?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together and believed his words.

If he hadn’t communicated with her family, Aunt wouldn’t have arranged for the Crown Prince to meet with her.

And Father… would fundamentally never refuse the Crown Prince’s proposal.

The young woman’s delicate brows furrowed lightly. Shen Qianyu’s heart softened as he coaxed gently: “I respect Miss’s extensive learning and truly cannot bear for you, simply because you previously entrusted yourself to the wrong person, to end up with a mediocre life.”

“If Miss enters the Eastern Palace, whether for your elder brother or Noble Consort Yun, there would only be benefits.”

As expected, at the mention of Song Fu and Song Yuning, the wariness in Song Wan’s eyes instantly faded. Her eyes lowered slightly, as if she was already calculating how to act in order to obtain the greatest benefits for her elder brother and aunt.

A faint smile curved at the edge of Shen Qianyu’s lips, his heart both helpless and aching.

His heart ached that even now, she had never planned for herself even one day. His heart ached that upon merely hearing that entering the Eastern Palace would benefit the Song family, she cast aside all the hardships she might possibly encounter in the rear palace, focusing wholeheartedly on pondering how to help Song Fu and Song Yuning.

Extending one hand, just as he reached before Song Wan, Shen Qianyu withdrew it again.

He’d almost—almost failed to control himself from stroking her hair.

Coughing lightly, Shen Qianyu placed his hands behind his back.

“After entering the Eastern Palace in the future, you and Noble Consort Yun can meet daily. Before the Third Prince is granted his fiefdom, you can also attend to him closely.”

“When Song Fu marries in the future, the Duke of Yingguo’s residence also won’t dare rely on the Grand Princess’s influence to look down on him.”

Song Wan remained silent for a long while before finally gripping her handkerchief and saying: “My status cannot enter the Eastern Palace.”

Shen Qianyu’s breathing caught: “This… Miss need not worry about this matter. Everything rests with me. As long as Miss agrees to enter the Eastern Palace, I… all the rest will be handled by me.”

“It’s just that initially you may suffer some grievances. Your rank upon entering the palace shouldn’t be too high.”

Song Wan shook her head: “Everything is according to Your Highness’s arrangements.”

With her remarried status, she feared she wouldn’t be able to secure any marriage that could help Aunt and Elder Brother. Now being able to enter the Eastern Palace, where she could add a measure of assistance to her family in the future, was already an unexpected joy.

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu’s tone became urgent: “Miss can rest assured, rest assured… I will certainly arrange everything properly and without the slightest risk!”

Chapter 165: Chenghui
Detecting the excitement in Shen Qianyu’s tone, Song Wan’s gaze swept across his face before quickly turning aside.

Shen Qianyu, however, was pondering which courtyard to arrange her in later.

It needed to be closest to him, so he could watch over her closely right before his eyes.

Just as he was contemplating various matters, he heard Song Wan say: “I wonder if Your Highness has discussed this matter with my father?”

“Naturally.”

“Lord Song knows of this matter. Miss can rest assured.”

“Does Your Highness have any other matters to convey?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “I won’t disturb Miss’s reunion with Noble Consort Yun. I take my leave.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu exempted Song Wan from proprietary gestures and strode out.

The Empress had been imprisoned by Emperor Wenhui under the pretext of serious illness for quite some time. Who knew how much longer this could drag on? What if one day his narrow-minded, petty father recalled some ancient trivial matter and sent the Empress to the Yellow Springs—then if he wanted to send someone into the Eastern Palace, he’d have quite a wait.

Shen Qianyu secretly shook his head and quickened his pace back to the Eastern Palace.

“Send these items to the Song residence tomorrow.”

“The things on this list don’t look like they’re meant for the legitimate daughter of the Song family.”

The end of Shen Qianyu’s brow lifted: “Don’t look like it? How so? In any case, I haven’t named anyone specifically. Can’t I give them to whomever I wish?”

Wan Xiao’s gaze swept over the gift list as he looked at his master with a smile.

These things weren’t particularly valuable, but they were all rare curiosities. From cosmetics and powder for women to hair ornaments and jewelry, to fabrics and clothing—everything was included.

But all these items shared one characteristic: their styles were wealthy and ostentatious, their colors bright and pretty.

Anyone familiar with Song Wan’s temperament would, at first glance, feel these weren’t meant for her.

But…

Wan Xiao laughed lightly, secretly thinking his master was truly cunning.

“This subordinate knows what to do. Master need only wait for good news.”

Spending half a day, Wan Xiao finally gathered everything on the list properly. The day after the morning court session ended, he went to the Song residence.

When Song Lan’an saw him arrive, he came forward to greet him with a face full of smiles.

“I’ve come today on official business. Lord Song need not be so courteous.”

Wan Xiao’s face showed sincere respect: “His Highness has decreed that the Song family daughter is diligent and compliant, with gentle and virtuous conduct. Today he bestows six bolts of sunset-colored butterfly-and-flower patterned Shu brocade, six bolts of auspicious cloud-patterned gauze, a hundred blessings…”

Reciting the items Shen Qianyu had bestowed one by one, Wan Xiao directed the eunuchs behind him to carry them into the Song residence courtyard.

Song Lan’an’s expression remained unchanged as he thanked the Crown Prince with a smiling face.

After seeing Wan Xiao off, the courtesy in his eyes slowly faded away.

News that the Crown Prince had sent someone to bestow many items spread to the inner quarters. Madam Song had long been waiting to the side with a face full of joy. Now seeing Song Lan’an’s unpleasant expression, she couldn’t help but step forward to inquire: “Is Master displeased?”

Song Lan’an glanced at her without speaking.

Meeting with rejection again, Madam Song’s face twitched, nearly tearing the handkerchief in her hand.

“These things…”

Song Lan’an opened all the items one by one, silently gazing at the dazzling array of objects.

Seeing that pile of fine goods, Madam Song’s eyes and brows lit up.

“Are these… all bestowed upon Yao’er?”

Song Lan’an snorted coldly: “How do you know they’re bestowed upon Yao’er?”

“These… the patterns and styles of these things—aside from Yao’er, who else would be suitable? Could it be that when the Crown Prince bestowed these things, he didn’t say whom they were for?”

Song Lan’an snorted coldly again but still didn’t answer.

Madam Song was tormented by his manner until her mind and spirit were exhausted. Each time—his cold snorts, his disregard—caused her immense pain.

However, previously she hadn’t dared nor wanted to ask. Today, perhaps emboldened by the beautiful dream personally constructed by the Crown Prince, she finally couldn’t help but say: “If Master feels this concubine is foolish, then speak more with this concubine about what’s in Master’s heart. If Master doesn’t speak, how can this concubine guess?”

“This concubine knows I’m not as clever as Elder Sister…”

Just as she mentioned Song Fu and Song Wan’s birth mother, she saw Song Lan’an’s expression darken.

Madam Song suppressed her indignation and said with reddened eyes: “This concubine merely asked Master why seeing these items bestowed by the Crown Prince still left you displeased in your heart. Can I not even say this?”

Song Lan’an looked at her once, his tone indifferent: “The Crown Prince bestowed so many boudoir trinkets—can’t you see what it means?”

Madam Song had originally wanted to say it was because the Crown Prince valued the Song residence and valued Song Yao, but seeing Song Lan’an’s expression, she knew that certainly wasn’t it.

She shook her head and looked toward Song Lan’an.

“Forget it.”

Song Lan’an said: “Bestowing gifts privately means the Crown Prince has no intention of making a Song family daughter the Crown Princess.”

Having said this, Song Lan’an strode away, no longer minded to bother with Madam Song.

If it wasn’t the position of Crown Princess, then whom these things were bestowed upon wasn’t so important anymore.

The Crown Prince’s thoughts were meticulous. The position of Crown Princess remained undecided—it must be because the Crown Prince already had someone chosen in his heart.

From his understanding of the Crown Prince, once the Crown Princess was decided, the position of Empress wouldn’t be easily changed. The Song family would likely have no connection to becoming the maternal clan of the Empress.

He hurried away, leaving only a shocked Madam Song standing dumbfounded in place.

Madam Song’s face was bitter, her heart aggrieved.

That’s right—if the Crown Prince intended to make Yao’er the Crown Princess, how could he bestow things privately? The Crown Prince’s marriage would necessarily be handled by the Imperial Clan Court. Matters of presenting betrothal gifts, inquiring about names, and sending dowries simply couldn’t be conducted privately.

Now sending things this way, the position given likely wouldn’t be high.

The positions of Crown Prince’s consorts were already full. The highest rank remaining now was only Crown Prince’s concubine…

Madam Song’s heart twisted painfully, extremely uncomfortable.

The mother of the Crown Princess could still receive three parts of courtesy from the Crown Prince. This mother of a Crown Prince’s concubine wasn’t even as valuable as her own status as an imperially granted lady.

Thinking of how Song Yao and Song Nian were still in the rear courtyard learning rules from their nannies, Madam Song felt her vision go black, dizzy to the extreme.

“Madam, are you all right?”

Tanzhu supported Madam Song and helped her back to her room.

In the evening, after Song Yao, Song Nian, and Song Ni finished their lessons, they came together to pay respects to Madam Song.

Seeing that Madam Song was unwell, Song Ni departed early, very properly.

“Mother was fine during the day. How is it you’re uncomfortable now?”

Madam Song grasped Song Yao’s hand and told her everything about the Crown Prince’s gift-giving today and what Song Lan’an had said.

Hearing this, Song Yao’s eyes reddened and she immediately felt aggrieved.

Song Nian consoled her softly from the side, but with minimal effect.

Seeing Mother and Song Yao looking as if the sky had fallen, Song Nian said gently: “There’s no need to be so sad. Though it’s currently only the status of Crown Prince’s concubine, in the future… there will still be opportunities.”

“As long as Father and Elder Brother establish merits, Elder Sister still has the possibility of advancing further.”

“Not to mention Crown Prince’s concubine—even as Chenghui, there will be times when rank can be elevated in the future.”

Hearing this, Madam Song said: “Nian’er is right. This counts for nothing now. Your good days will come after the Crown Prince ascends the throne.”

“Mother is right.”

Song Yao wiped the tears from her eyes and said with a smile: “Yao’er’s good days are ahead. Once Yao’er has status, Father and Song Wan won’t dare mistreat Mother anymore.”

“Mother, rest assured. Yao’er will certainly earn you a title so that everyone in the residence won’t dare look down on you again.”

“Yao’er is so good.”

Madam Song pressed her lips together, her heart finally settling down slightly.

Chapter 166: Student
After comforting Madam Song, Song Yao pulled Song Nian out of Madam Song’s room.

“Second Sister…”

When the Crown Prince was at his weakest, the Song Family had already stood with him. Moreover, the legitimate daughters of the Song Family, whether in status or capability, were fully qualified for the position of Crown Princess. So the Crown Prince’s actions today were truly problematic.

For the Song Residence, the position of Crown Prince’s Good Companion was already not particularly high, and now a Good Lady position was nothing short of a humiliation to the Song Family. Father shouldn’t be unaware of this matter, so why hadn’t Father said anything?

Song Nian’s mind was in turmoil, but she knew that telling Mother about these matters would only make her worry needlessly without accomplishing anything.

Just as she was about to speak up to remind Song Yao, before she could open her mouth, Song Yao pulled her toward the residence’s storeroom.

“What is Second Sister planning to do?”

“Go to the storeroom to look at the things the Crown Prince sent.”

Thinking of Shen Qianyu, Song Yao’s face flushed slightly.

“The storeroom is already locked, at this time…”

With a clattering sound, Song Yao shook the copper key in her hand: “We’ll secretly go to the storeroom to look, it won’t be a problem.”

Song Nian frowned: “Did Mother give this key to Second Sister, or did Second Sister take it herself?”

“This doesn’t conform to propriety.”

“You’re constantly going on about propriety, propriety—why don’t you look and see if anyone else in this residence still observes propriety? That person…”

Pointing in the direction of Song Wan’s courtyard, Song Yao snorted softly: “Not only did she injure her husband, she had the face to return home. Even after returning to the residence, she hasn’t shown respect to Mother, and even drove away people from Mother’s side. Do you think she’s observed propriety?”

Song Nian shook her head: “We shouldn’t gossip about Elder Sister behind her back. Besides, what does her not following propriety have to do with us? Does that mean just because she doesn’t follow propriety, we can learn from her?”

“Does that mean since Elder Sister injured her husband first, we should follow suit?”

Song Nian raised her hand, wanting to take the storeroom key from Song Yao’s hand.

“What are you grabbing for? This is what Mother gave me.”

Hooking the brass key and dodging backward, Song Yao instantly snatched it back from Song Nian’s hand.

“Hiss…”

The edge of the key scraped across her palm, a faint bloodstain appearing. The pain made Song Nian shake her hand.

“Are you alright? I’ll take you to your room to apply some hemostatic powder.”

“No need, it’s just a small wound.”

Song Nian sighed deeply, staring at her palm in a daze.

“What’s wrong? You’re not going to hold a grudge against your own sister over such a trivial matter, are you?”

Song Yao grabbed Song Nian’s hand and gently blew on it: “Just a small wound, no need to be so delicate.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sister, I’ll go to my room to apply some medicine. Whatever you want to do… go ahead, just be careful.”

“I know, you don’t need to tell me.”

Lightly tapping Song Nian’s nose tip, Song Yao turned and left. Just as she passed through the hanging flower gate, she turned back: “Remember not to get it wet, so it doesn’t leave a scar.”

“Nian’er knows.”

Song Yao smiled, pursed her lips, and left.

Song Nian raised her palm, looking at the bloodstain on it, somewhat lost in thought.

She had always known Song Yao’s temperament. In the past, she had always wanted to guide her, to prevent her from taking the wrong path, but neither Mother nor Second Sister believed her.

Song Nian lowered her eyes, feeling somewhat troubled in her heart.

Although Mother was the main wife of the residence, Father really couldn’t be said to value her and her two daughters much.

In Father’s eyes, first came the state, then the Song clan, and after that came Song Fu, who would one day take over the Song Residence and the position of Song clan leader.

As for the rest, even Elder Sister might not truly be held in Father’s heart.

Women of the inner quarters—not gaining the favor of father and brothers was already difficult. If Mother was also unable to stand firm, there truly wouldn’t be much to hope for in the future.

Song Nian squeezed her palm, deep in thought.

Should she really keep holding onto Song Yao and not let go?

Like today when her advice to Song Yao backfired and she was implicated instead—should she continue doing this in the future?

Song Nian blinked, her eyes carrying a hint of confusion.

Song Yao had already come of age, and her future path was set. But what about her?

“Yin Su…”

“Third Miss, this servant is here.”

Song Nian’s round, tender face still carried a trace of youthfulness. She looked back at Madam Song’s tightly closed door, but ultimately shook her head.

“Let’s return to my room.”

Song Nian left dejectedly, completely unaware that Song Yao had not only gone to the residence’s storeroom but had also secretly opened and examined the items bestowed by the Crown Prince one by one, playing with them.

Especially when she saw those several bolts of fabric with exceptionally bright colors and patterns, she was overjoyed.

Carefully opening the box containing the jade hairpin, Song Yao gently touched it and smiled sweetly.

This hairpin truly suited her perfectly.

“These items were clearly bestowed upon me by the Crown Prince—how could they have been collected into storage by Father?”

Last time, she and Song Nian only received two small ruyi ornaments, which left her sulking for a long time. Today’s items were just what she needed to regain face, but who would have thought Father would send them to storage?

Song Yao pursed her lips and carefully placed the jade hairpin in her hand atop her head.

She and Song Nian weren’t without fine things, but having few was also true. The handful of presentable items they had were all bestowed by Imperial Concubine Yun in earlier years, either given to Mother who then passed them to her daughters.

Mother was a concubine-born daughter of the Su Family and wasn’t favored in her maternal family either, so naturally, she didn’t have good things. And Father simply had no mind to care whether the women of the inner quarters’ jewelry boxes were full or empty.

Removing the jade hairpin from her head, Song Yao fondled it lovingly for a while before putting it back in the box.

She wasn’t shallow-minded and covetous of these valuable things. She was simply indignant. Why should there be such a great disparity between her and Song Nian compared to Song Wan, when they were all legitimate young ladies of the Song Residence?

Everything Song Wan wore was of the finest quality without exception. Even though she was a widow, Imperial Concubine Yun would still accumulate piles of precious items for her.

What was even more excessive was that Imperial Concubine Yun would rather leave those things with Song Wan for burial than give her and her mother the slightest bit!

Clearly… clearly they all called Imperial Concubine Yun “Aunt,” clearly they were all family.

As she closed the box, Song Yao couldn’t help but grit her teeth and secretly vow to herself.

She would definitely enter the Eastern Palace and would definitely occupy the position of Empress, making all those who looked down on her and her mother kneel in obeisance to her in the future.

Carefully putting everything away, Song Yao walked out of the storeroom.

After Song Lan’an returned to his study, the more he thought about it, the more he felt the Crown Prince’s actions today held deeper meaning. Just as he was about to examine the sent items again, he saw Song Yao emerging from the storeroom with a face full of ambition.

He frowned slightly and turned to leave.

The Song Residence’s steward accompanying him was also somewhat surprised at this scene.

Song Lan’an sighed deeply: “After all, she won’t amount to anything.”

The steward lowered his head and said: “Second Miss is still young. Perhaps she’ll improve after entering the palace in the future.”

“In the future—how long must we wait? Until she’s dragged the entire Song clan down with her before she finally learns some rules and gains some discernment?”

The steward didn’t dare speak further. Song Lan’an said: “Tomorrow, go find a few students under my tutelage who are steady in temperament and upright in character. It’s time to settle Yao’er’s marriage.”

Regardless of whatever plans the Crown Prince had, he couldn’t let Song Yao enter the palace.

He didn’t ask that Song Yao seek benefits for the clan—he only asked that this daughter of Song Lan’an not bring disaster upon the clan.

After Song Lan’an finished speaking, he frowned and added: “No need to consider family background and origins. Carefully select based on character and conduct.”

Chapter 167: Accomplished
The steward nodded, already calculating in his mind.

The students who had pledged themselves under Master’s tutelage, though not born of prominent families, mostly possessed some talent. Though this would truly be marrying down for Second Miss, Second Miss’s temperament was indeed not suitable for marriage alliances with aristocratic families.

The residence already had one marriage alliance that had turned from kinship to enmity. If another mismatched couple were added, it would truly ruin the ancestral feng shui.

“Among Master’s students, there’s a young man surnamed Hu who’s quite good, and his family circumstances can be considered prosperous.”

This young man surnamed Hu understood propriety and gratitude. Every year during festivals, he would send gifts to the residence and personally come to pay respects to Master. Although Master hadn’t seen him many times, he never complained.

“Tomorrow this old servant will go inquire whether he has already taken a wife.”

Song Lan’an shook his head: “You investigate personally. Don’t ask him directly.”

If that person was one who craved power and was ruthless, he might do something to harm lives.

After giving all his instructions, Song Lan’an returned to the concubine’s courtyard.

He had originally thought that the Crown Prince bestowing items for the inner chambers was giving the Song Residence a hint, but unexpectedly the next day, Minister Luo came to visit.

It turned out that today the Crown Prince had sent him a card, asking him to…

Minister Luo’s old face reddened, unable to speak the words.

Fortunately, Song Lan’an wasn’t a fool. Upon seeing Minister Luo, he knew the purpose of his visit today.

He had no intention of making things difficult for him. As soon as the two sat down, Song Lan’an said: “Yesterday the Crown Prince bestowed some items upon the women of the residence. Today Minister Luo comes…”

“Minister Luo might as well speak directly—which of this humble official’s daughters does the Crown Prince wish to receive into the Eastern Palace?”

Minister Luo coughed lightly, his face full of wrinkles unable to hide the shame on his face.

“It’s… the legitimate eldest daughter of your residence.”

“Which one?”

“The legitimate eldest daughter of your residence.”

Song Lan’an’s brow furrowed tightly as he shouted: “How does this conform to propriety?”

“She is remarrying—how can she enter the Eastern Palace? Has Minister Luo become muddled, actually allowing the Crown Prince to act in this manner? Have you and Minister Huang not tried to counsel him?”

Minister Luo said: “This old official and Minister Song have served in court together for many years. I also know Minister Song is honest and upright, but…”

With a deep sigh, Minister Luo looked at him: “Though your daughter is remarrying, which indeed doesn’t meet the conditions for entering the Eastern Palace, but… let this old official speak from the heart with Minister Song.”

“You became acquainted with the Crown Prince when he was in obscurity. With the assistance the Crown Prince received from you, he will certainly leave a position in the palace for a Song Family daughter. To be frank with you, this old official and Minister Huang originally selected your residence’s Second Miss, but your residence’s Second Miss…”

The Dong Chang knew about Song Yao’s secret meeting with the Crown Prince, Song Lan’an knew, and Minister Luo equally knew. With just a slight mention, Song Lan’an’s face filled with the shame of having failed to properly teach his daughter, and the matter was glossed over.

Minister Luo also had no interest in gossiping about a young lady younger than his own legitimate granddaughter, so the two no longer brought up the matter.

“The Third Miss of your residence doesn’t meet the age requirement, and the Crown Prince felt the daughters of the second branch lacked sufficient sincerity. That’s why he selected your residence’s legitimate eldest daughter and asked us several officials about it.”

“To speak truthfully with Minister Song, this old official also feels this doesn’t conform to propriety, but there truly is no more suitable candidate than her.”

“Though your daughter was previously married to the Chengyang Marquis Residence, she now only holds the status of Chenghui, which presents no great obstacle.”

Asking a legitimate daughter of the Song Family to enter the palace and become a Chenghui with status not even as high as the palace’s female officials—even as Minister Luo spoke these words, his heart was uncertain.

Seeing Song Lan’an’s expression darken after he finished speaking, he hastily added: “The Crown Prince’s Eastern Palace has numerous Good Companions and Good Ladies. Your daughter won’t be lacking anything.”

Song Lan’an raised his eyes and glanced at Minister Luo. Minister Luo turned his head away, unable to bear watching further.

But the facts were indeed thus. Among the Crown Prince’s Good Companions, those with terrible diseases had terrible diseases, those with half-ruined faces had half-ruined faces. Now with one remarrying Chenghui added, it seemed there was nothing particularly worth discussing either.

“Minister Song need not feel burdened. Entering the palace together with your residence’s legitimate daughter this time will also be the daughter of General Zhaowu.”

Minister Luo thought for a moment and continued persuading: “Though the Crown Prince acts without pattern, he truly has calculations in his heart. Minister Song need not worry about what the court officials will say.”

Since Good Lady Shang and Good Lady Wu entered the Eastern Palace, the important court officials had already understood the Crown Prince’s ambitions and tastes.

Now, apart from the position of Crown Princess which they still watched closely, whatever the Crown Prince wanted to do with the other positions, they were too lazy to care anymore.

Remarrying was much better than having a terrible disease.

“Minister Song, please consider carefully. The Crown Prince said if you’re unwilling, he won’t force the matter either.”

Song Lan’an’s brow remained tightly locked as he said hesitantly: “Let this official think… let this official think.”

“Then this old official won’t disturb Minister Song further. If Minister Song reaches a decision, please inform this old official, and I’ll have the Imperial Clan Court handle this matter.”

Seeing Song Lan’an’s troubled expression, Minister Luo considerately took his leave.

Only after Minister Luo left the courtyard did Song Lan’an snort and laugh.

“How difficult it must have been for him to pave the way for Wan’er like this.”

By today, looking back on all of Shen Qianyu’s actions, he had to praise—this boy’s mind was cunning.

Walking to Song Wan’s courtyard with a smile in his eyes and brows, Song Lan’an restrained his smile before entering.

Song Wan was reading in her room. Seeing him arrive, she quickly came out to greet him.

“Wan’er pays respects to Father.”

“We’re family, no need for excessive courtesy.”

Song Lan’an paused slightly: “Do you know about the Crown Prince wishing to receive you into the Eastern Palace?”

“Wan’er knows.”

“Oh, when did you learn of this?”

Song Wan said: “The day Father had Aunt take Wan’er into the palace to meet the Crown Prince.”

How could she know that Shen Qianyu had been hiding things from both sides, running around alone to settle the matter of her entering the palace?

Now that Song Lan’an asked in this manner, Song Wan answered truthfully.

Hearing this, Song Lan’an looked at her. Seeing she was still kept in the dark, he couldn’t help but sigh that the Crown Prince had performed this one-man show wonderfully.

“Does the residence need to prepare anything for you?”

“Wan’er lacks nothing. Thank you for Father’s concern.”

Afraid Song Lan’an would worry about her, Song Wan gently said: “Aunt will look after Wan’er in the palace. Father need not worry.”

Song Lan’an responded lightly. He had originally wanted to offer a few words of guidance, but he understood Song Wan’s temperament well enough. The words reached his lips but were swallowed back.

After a long silence, he finally said: “If you encounter any difficulties, you can go to Zhongyang Palace to find Eunuch Yuan.”

“Wan’er understands.”

The father and daughter fell silent again, but Song Lan’an showed no intention of leaving, so Song Wan waited at the side.

“There are many places in the palace requiring management. I’ll have Nanny Song send you some bank notes.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Song Lan’an nodded and finally left quietly.

The Eastern Palace was pressing urgently, and since the Chenghui position was low, entering the palace didn’t require grand ceremonies. From when Shen Qianyu first conceived the idea, in merely two or three days, Song Wan was quietly received into the Eastern Palace.

Though she had frequently entered the palace to visit Song Yuning since childhood, she had never had the state of mind she did today.

Following the eunuch from the palace gate into the Eastern Palace, as Song Wan stepped through the Eastern Palace’s main entrance, she suddenly paused.

“Chenghui Song?”

“Please, Eunuch.”

The eunuch who came to receive her was completely respectful. Song Wan smiled faintly and followed.

Just as she entered the Eastern Palace, she saw Shen Qianyu standing not far away.

Seeing her, that person smiled warmly, his eyes and brows carrying a familiar quality that put Song Wan at ease.

Somehow, she suddenly relaxed.

Perhaps it was because she was certain that the “Ji Rong” she knew indeed had no intention of harming her.

Chapter 168: Name Change
“Miss Song…”

Shen Qianyu hurriedly stepped forward several paces. Just as he opened his mouth, he felt it was truly too distant. He thought for a moment and called out “Chenghui Song” instead. But this Chenghui rank made Shen Qianyu feel as if he were humiliating Song Wan.

He frowned, feeling quite uncomfortable for a moment.

After thinking, he tentatively said: “Wan’er?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together slightly, feeling this address of “Wan’er” was far too intimate, making her rather uncomfortable. Yet she seemed unable to refute the Crown Prince either. She could hardly say the Crown Prince couldn’t use her personal name.

After all, she was now someone in his chambers.

Ignoring the discomfort in her heart, Song Wan nodded in agreement.

Seeing she wasn’t averse, the curve of Shen Qianyu’s lips became even more pronounced. If he weren’t worried Song Wan might notice something, he would probably shout a couple times to express the excitement in his heart.

“This Prince has arranged a courtyard for you. This Prince will take you to see it.”

Without caring how Song Wan reacted, Shen Qianyu stood beside her sideways, indicating he would lead the way for her.

However, Song Wan curtsied slightly toward him and fell back half a step.

Though the Song Family had prior connections with the Crown Prince, Song Wan still didn’t dare overstep.

Human hearts changed easily. Though the Crown Prince currently appreciated her previous help, in the future he might not feel disgust remembering that she had seen his wretched and destitute appearance.

If she constantly put on airs, it would only make the Crown Prince suspicious about whether the Song Family had felt contempt and disrespect because the dragon was trapped in shallow waters.

Having entered the palace, though she wasn’t afraid “Ji Rong” harbored intentions to harm her, she absolutely couldn’t overstep and arouse the Emperor’s suspicion.

Positioning herself two steps behind Shen Qianyu, Song Wan respectfully waited for him to go first.

This cautious and careful appearance of hers was like a needle that jabbed into his heart with a poke, painfully making Shen Qianyu’s entire body shudder.

The more he spent time with Song Wan, the more he cherished this person. Now he wished he could carve out his heart to show her, letting her lower her guard, letting her be more willful, even more willful.

His heart ached for her step-by-step self-restraint, carefully exploring survival in the rear palace.

How regrettable that he couldn’t do anything right now.

Shen Qianyu’s gaze softened. He nodded to the surrounding eunuchs in indication. Only after everyone withdrew did he lead Song Wan to the courtyard where she would reside.

“This place is called Laiyi Pavilion.”

Song Wan frowned slightly, feeling this place was truly inappropriate.

However, in this matter, Shen Qianyu was unwilling to comply with her wishes.

He was confident he could completely protect her in the rear palace, and it was merely Laiyi Pavilion—she was worthy of it.

More importantly, this place was closest to his residence. After a few days when Wan’er became familiar with living here, he would tear down that wall behind the sleeping quarters. That way, it would be equivalent to him and Wan’er living in the same courtyard.

In the future, proceeding gradually, they might even be able to live together.

The more Shen Qianyu thought about it, the more delighted he became. With a body full of showing-off intent, he invited Song Wan to enter Laiyi Pavilion.

“Miss…”

Just entering what would be her sleeping quarters, Song Wan saw Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, Jinshu, and Luanjian—all four wearing palace attire and standing inside. Her eyes heated up, nearly shedding tears.

The Chenghui rank was low, previously mostly given to suddenly favored palace maids or selected ladies of humble origins. Therefore, there was no qualification to bring people from outside the palace.

Though Song Wan knew Aunt would definitely send trustworthy people to her side, those people ultimately couldn’t understand her intentions as well as Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others.

“Thank you, Crown Prince.”

After being in the palace for most of the day, the expression on her face finally showed a slight bit of relaxation. Shen Qianyu’s heart eased considerably.

“This Prince knows you and they are as close as sisters. Having them by your side to accompany you in the palace, this Prince can also be at ease.”

These few considerate words made Song Wan’s cheeks flush. She didn’t know how to respond.

Seeing she was somewhat shy, Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but grin foolishly in intoxication.

“This Prince has already registered them on the palace maid roster. When they reach twenty-five years of age, if you wish, you can also release them from the palace.”

His head feeling fuzzy, after Shen Qianyu finished speaking, he pointed at Jinshu: “This young lady is skilled at wielding jars. With her here, you certainly won’t suffer bullying.”

Jinshu’s face still carried the joy of suddenly seeing Miss. Upon hearing this sentence, the smile on her face suddenly collapsed.

After thinking, Jinshu retreated slightly backward and stood behind Luanjian.

She bit her lip, her heart full of worry.

She wondered if in the future the Crown Prince would suddenly bear a grudge against her and seek revenge for the day she threw a jar at someone.

No one in the room noticed Jinshu’s fear. Shen Qianyu was busy introducing Song Wan to the various items and their uses in Laiyi Pavilion.

From the side rooms down to the tables and furniture in the chambers, everything was introduced by him in detail. Song Wan only listened quietly, not speaking to interrupt.

After viewing all the items in the chambers and truly having nothing left to discuss, only then did Shen Qianyu reluctantly prepare to leave Laiyi Pavilion.

If he didn’t see she was somewhat weary, he could have continued talking for another two hours.

“Wan’er… you should rest more. This Prince will come again in the evening.”

Song Wan was startled, suddenly feeling somewhat constrained and awkward.

Though she had entered the palace and had long known her status, hearing Shen Qianyu mention this still made her somewhat uncomfortable. Clutching her handkerchief tightly, Song Wan nodded nervously.

How could Shen Qianyu know her thoughts? With a face full of joy, he returned to the Eastern Palace.

Seeing Wan Xiao was in the palace again, Shen Qianyu said: “Is the Dong Chang truly so idle?”

Though this tone carried impatience, his face showed no dissatisfaction. Seeing this, Wan Xiao said: “Those Chiliarchs and Centurions aren’t decorations. Naturally, this subordinate isn’t particularly busy.”

“But Your Highness, have you received Chenghui Song?”

“What are you inquiring about this for? She doesn’t need Dong Chang supervision.”

After thinking, Shen Qianyu said: “Dispatch a few people to the others’ residences to prevent them from developing any ulterior motives and making moves against Wan’er.”

Wan Xiao said: “If Your Highness wishes to protect Miss Song, wouldn’t it be more convenient to directly send people to her side?”

Shen Qianyu glanced at him askance: “What do you understand?”

“Wan’er’s temperament has always been shy and reserved. If strangers came, she would certainly be uncomfortable. Moreover, what if she misunderstood that this Prince harbored suspicions of her or the Song Family?”

“Better to nip all dangers in the bud. This way, future troubles can be eliminated.”

“Besides, there’s a young lady with extraordinarily great strength by her side. Protecting her safety shouldn’t be a problem.”

Extraordinarily great strength?

Wan Xiao frowned, thinking of an old acquaintance.

“Also keep watch over Jiang Man’s side. Though she’s been quiet since the Fifth Prince’s premature death, we must still be on guard.”

Shen Qianyu said: “If she makes any move, informing Imperial Concubine Yun will suffice. This Prince cannot rob Imperial Concubine Yun of her compassionate heart.”

After thinking through all aspects, only then did Shen Qianyu feel his heart settle somewhat.

Seeing he had started handling state affairs, Ji Rong stepped forward: “Your Highness, what should be done about General Zhaowu’s daughter…”

Before he finished speaking, Shen Qianyu interrupted him: “You can randomly find a place for her. This woman isn’t docile—have people watch her closely.”

Ji Rong acknowledged. Just as he was about to withdraw, he heard his master call out to stop him: “Wait a moment.”

Looking Ji Rong up and down, Shen Qianyu said: “If you have no business, don’t go near Laiyi Pavilion. Additionally, your name… if you’re in Wan’er’s presence, change it to Jixiang. After this Prince resolves the misunderstanding between himself and Wan’er, you can change it back.”

This way Wan’er wouldn’t be reminded of his deception about his identity whenever she saw Ji Rong.

“…”

Looking at Shen Qianyu with grievance, Ji Rong finally responded with an affirmative.

Chapter 169: Sisters
Only after Shen Qianyu left did Song Wan relax somewhat.

To say she was unfamiliar with the Crown Prince wouldn’t be accurate, but to say she knew him well wouldn’t be true either. However, no matter what, being able to see Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others in the palace, she was still very grateful to the Crown Prince.

Laiyi Pavilion wasn’t particularly spacious—it wasn’t even as large as Song Wan’s previous residence—but this also had its advantages: it wouldn’t be filled with too many people of unknown origins.

Now there were the four—Heng Zhi and the others—inside the chambers, and outside there were four eunuchs and four palace maids sent by Imperial Concubine Yun, all of whom Song Wan had seen before at Changxin Palace. They wouldn’t make her feel particularly unfamiliar.

“Today, people will probably come here. Let’s quickly tidy up.”

Heng Zhi nodded, opening the trunks brought from the Song Residence one by one, placing items into the wardrobe in the sleeping quarters piece by piece.

Song Wan looked somewhat distracted at the fabrics with intricate patterns and bright colors being taken from the trunks.

When leaving home, Father had taken these items from the storeroom, which greatly displeased Song Yao. Though she had just rushed out from the courtyard before being led away by Song Nian, she still saw the other’s eyes were badly swollen and red.

Never mind that Song Yao hadn’t expected she would be the one entering the palace—even she herself hadn’t expected it.

Opening the cloisonné enamel incense burner on the fragrance table, Song Wan had Jinshu light the incense.

Wisps of blue smoke rose with the wind, and the room instantly filled with a faint woody fragrance.

Song Wan sat in the round-backed chair with powder blue thick felt cushions, quietly observing the scenery in Laiyi Pavilion.

Having entered the palace, all past matters were like clouds and smoke. Within the red walls and yellow tiles was a world unto itself, and outside the walls was already unrelated to her.

“Miss…”

Just as Heng Wu began to speak, she saw Song Wan shake her head. She pressed her lips together slightly and softly called out “Chenghui.”

“Chenghui Li… the daughter of General Zhaowu who entered the palace together with you today wishes to see you. She’s currently waiting outside.”

Song Wan stood up: “I’ll go see her.”

Walking out of the sleeping quarters, Song Wan saw a young lady with a tall figure and slightly arrogant eyes and brows standing at the entrance. She wore a jacket with silver bat patterns. Upon seeing Song Wan, her expression was cold: “Come with me to pay respects to the several Good Companions and Good Ladies.”

After speaking, she turned and left, with no intention of waiting for Song Wan’s reply.

Heng Zhi raised her eyebrows, but Song Wan shook her head at her.

Having just arrived and not yet understanding everyone’s temperaments, it wasn’t appropriate to be aggressive or stand out.

The two walked one after the other to Good Lady Shang’s sleeping quarters. Just as they entered, they saw six women sitting inside, each with different figures and appearances.

Li Sheng’s gaze swept over everyone, her lips curling with disdain.

The two women seated in the primary positions—one had a haggard face that even thick powder couldn’t hide the sallow color, and she looked aged, clearly someone who had been convalescing at home for years with a terrible illness. This was the legitimate daughter of the Shang Family, Shang Rong.

The woman beside her had a palm-sized dark red birthmark on her face, her expression so gentle it bordered on timid.

This was Censor Wu’s only daughter, Good Lady Wu Xixiang.

The four Good Ladies below were even more interesting. One had long sleeves and shrank back in her movements, afraid to reveal her palms—certainly the eldest daughter of the Qi Family, Qi Qingling, who was disabled with six fingers. One was now thirty-five years old, having missed her prime years due to successive mourning periods—Zhao Nanzhang.

Li Sheng’s gaze swept past the obese woman sitting on an embroidered stool, the contempt in her eyes growing even stronger.

This was Lu Youjun, who had frightened away suitors during matchmaking viewings.

The remaining one, whose appearance could barely be called complete, was Zhang Baozhen, famous throughout the capital as a woman desperate to marry.

Li Sheng’s gaze swept toward Song Wan, her heart even more aggrieved.

She’d forgotten there was also a remarried, fallen flower beside her.

With a “tsk,” Li Sheng snorted aloud.

She didn’t know what the Crown Prince was thinking—for the sake of reputation, he’d actually collected all of the capital’s defective goods into the Eastern Palace.

Taking a deep breath, Li Sheng’s face stiffened, feeling these people had all lowered her status. What made it even harder for her to bear was that her rank was actually lower than these oddly-shaped things.

She stood at the doorway, neither entering nor retreating. Song Wan directly passed her and entered the room to pay respects to the others.

“Greetings to Good Lady Shang and Good Lady Wu.”

Just as she was about to bow to the several Good Ladies, the plump-figured Lu Youjun smiled and said: “No need for courtesy. In the future, we’re all sisters in the same palace. Constantly bowing back and forth would seem distant.”

When the two—Song and Li—entered, she had immediately noticed Song Wan.

Good Lady Shang said the Crown Prince’s collecting them into the Eastern Palace must not be only for reputation—he must be paving the way for someone.

If it were only for reputation, there would be no need to marry so many women whom the world viewed as flawed.

Seeing Song Wan today and then looking at the expressions in the other sisters’ eyes, she immediately knew it was this person.

The legitimate daughter of the Grand Councilor’s residence, the former Lady Chengyang who had severed ties with her husband—it couldn’t be wrong.

According to the Crown Prince’s intentions, entering the Eastern Palace for them was equivalent to living widowhood, no different. But she didn’t know what others thought—she herself was very willing to enter the palace.

The Imperial Kitchen had many delicious foods, and the Crown Prince was too lazy to pay attention to them. The only thing she needed to do each day was chat with other sisters in the same predicament and enjoy the scenery. The days were truly couldn’t be more comfortable.

Since entering the Eastern Palace, no one cursed her as stupid as a pig. Father and Mother no longer had to bolt the door daily trying to starve her to death, nor did she have to listen to her sisters’ cold and sarcastic remarks.

Having arrived at the Eastern Palace, Lu Youjun felt even her breathing had become seventy to eighty percent smoother, and her mood was incredibly good.

Even now, seeing the contempt and disdain in Li Sheng’s eyes, she didn’t feel particularly distressed.

After all, her rank was higher than Li Sheng’s, so she wasn’t afraid of being bullied by her.

Holding up a freshly baked mutton pastry bun from the Imperial Kitchen on the table, Lu Youjun offered it to Song Wan: “Just treat it like being in your own residence.”

This was the first time Song Wan had encountered someone offering her a bun. She widened her eyes, momentarily unsure whether to accept it. Only when her gaze swept over the others in the room and saw their eyes carried warm, tolerant goodwill did she smile faintly and prepare to accept it.

But before she could move, Li Sheng said: “Good Lady Lu is bestowing this—why don’t you accept it?”

Her tone was full of mockery. Just as she was about to say more, Shang Rong, seated in the primary position, suddenly said weakly: “Chenghui Li’s words are disrespectful. Drag her out and send her back home.”

Li Sheng’s eyes instantly widened. Just as she opened her mouth to make a few sarcastic remarks, two eunuchs stepped forward, covered her mouth, and dragged her out.

Having entered the Eastern Palace for barely half a day, the arrogant person was sent out.

“Eat. The taste is truly quite good.”

Shang Rong looked at Song Wan with a face full of gentleness, then smiled and raised her hand to tap Lu Youjun in the air.

Anyone with eyes could see that Li Sheng had been collected into the Eastern Palace as a foil for Song Wan. Sending her away would only relieve the Crown Prince’s worries, not incur his disgust.

“I know you.”

Shang Rong raised her hand and beckoned to Song Wan: “Come here and let me look at you.”

Song Wan walked forward and let Shang Rong examine her carefully.

“You probably don’t remember me, but when I was young, I once held you. Your mother and I were old acquaintances.”

Song Wan’s eyes widened in surprise, but upon reflection, it was ordinary. The legitimate daughter of the Shang Family had a distinguished status and was similar in age to Mother—having known each other in the past wasn’t strange.

Shang Rong touched Song Wan’s head and pushed her gently: “Go accompany Youjun to eat buns. She becomes uncomfortable if she doesn’t eat something for a while.”

Though she said this, her tone was full of an elder’s indulgence and affection for a younger.

Zhao Nanzhang also gently spoke up: “I’ll go brew some good tea.”

Seeing this situation, Song Wan finally set aside all her worries and, learning from Lu Youjun’s manner, ate with peace of mind.

The several women thus chatted in Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters until the sun set over the mountains.

Though these women lacked charming beauty, most were gentle and mild-tempered. There were even those like Shang Rong who were perceptive and well-read. Being with them, Song Wan felt an unprecedented relaxation.

She even, for the first time ever, forgot what Shen Qianyu had said during the day—that he would come to Laiyi Pavilion to find her in the evening.

Chapter 170: Profane
By the time Song Wan remembered Shen Qianyu’s words, the sun had already set behind the mountains.

As she emerged from Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters, she hurried anxiously toward Laiyi Pavilion.

Seeing her anxiety, Heng Zhi softly said: “Chenghui need not rush back. It’s not yet evening. His Highness the Crown Prince shouldn’t arrive this early. Moreover, if His Highness arrived at Laiyi Pavilion and didn’t see Chenghui, he would certainly send someone to search.”

The Crown Prince hadn’t mentioned dining at Laiyi Pavilion during the day, so he probably wouldn’t arrive this early.

After softly comforting Song Wan with a few words, the two gradually slowed their pace.

As Song Wan slowed her steps, she also felt she had been overly cautious. At this hour, the Crown Prince was probably still busy with state affairs. She smiled faintly at Heng Zhi, and the two returned toward Laiyi Pavilion. But just as they reached the vicinity of Laiyi Pavilion, they saw the interior brightly lit—clearly the Crown Prince had already arrived.

Song Wan was startled and hurriedly entered.

Shen Qianyu was sitting on the beauty couch in the room reviewing memorials. Not far away was the canopy bed with curtains, but he didn’t dare look at it even once.

Turning his back to that place that inspired so much imagination, he listlessly flipped through the memorial in his hand.

Most of what was written were useless matters. Reading too much of it inevitably made one’s heart burn with anger.

“Chenghui Song.”

Seeing Song Wan enter the room, Luanjian called out softly. Shen Qianyu looked up and hurriedly descended from the couch to help up Song Wan, who was about to kneel in obeisance again.

“All of you may withdraw.”

After dismissing everyone, he pointed to the empty space across from himself: “Sit.”

“I didn’t know Your Highness would arrive so early. If this consort had known, next time I would certainly…”

Shen Qianyu shook his head, his tone gentle: “Wan’er, you need not be like this.”

“You don’t need to treat me as the Son of Heaven. Just treat me… as an ordinary man.”

Shen Qianyu’s ear tips heated slightly. Seeing Song Wan’s eyes widen round after hearing these words, he couldn’t help but feel somewhat bashful: “Previously hiding my identity was indeed wrong, but I very much liked how you treated me with such a normal attitude.”

Having been a hostage since childhood, no one had taught him about daily etiquette and proper conduct. Shen Qianyu felt that his survival to this day depended firstly on his tough fate, and secondly on always acting on instinct.

Before he even knew he admired Song Wan, he had already conceived the idea of protecting this person by his side. Now that he understood his own heart, he hoped even more that the two could soon be of one mind and heart.

His Wan’er was an intelligent woman. If he continued to deceive and trick her, it would only make her guarded. Better to pour out all his thoughts openly. Based on his understanding of Wan’er, even if she didn’t care for him now, she wouldn’t feel aversion toward him because of this.

Given Song Wan’s character, if he treated her with sincerity, he would surely receive her genuine heart in return.

Shen Qianyu took out a package of Liu’s crispy candy from behind him and slowly pushed it before Song Wan: “This… a friend knew you loved eating these. I bought some today to give you.”

Song Wan looked at the Liu’s crispy candy before her, somewhat puzzled by the vague meaning in his words.

Wasn’t the one who knew she liked eating this candy her brother?

“I’ll open it for you.”

Reaching out to unwrap the oil paper around the candy, Shen Qianyu continued: “You and I were previously acquainted. You know my temperament, and I have some understanding of you. Since you’ve now entered the Eastern Palace, and in the future I will certainly treat you as my Empress, then we…”

“Could we be an ordinary married couple?”

Song Wan suddenly raised her head. This was truly… she had never heard such words before.

“You need not rush to answer me. First listen to what I have to say.”

Shen Qianyu pressed his lips together, and after brief consideration said: “Since ancient times, the feelings between emperors and empresses have mostly been incompatible because too many calculations are mixed in. But I know Wan’er’s nature—you certainly don’t like these things.”

“I grew up abroad and witnessed too much of human hearts’ treachery. I ultimately don’t want to spend the rest of my life having to guard against the person beside my pillow even in my dreams.”

“Wan’er, you and I both know genuine hearts are rare. But with genuine hearts, there must always be one person who reveals theirs first. If I can exchange my genuine heart for yours, then I’m willing to throw it out first for you to examine.”

Taking out a piece of candy from the oil paper package and handing it to Song Wan, Song Wan accepted it in a daze, holding it in her hand.

Shen Qianyu wasn’t anxious for her to express her position, only waiting silently.

His Wan’er was both intelligent and kind. If she knew of another’s goodwill, she would certainly reciprocate with song.

Indeed, Song Wan lowered her eyes, and only after a long while did she softly say: “Actually, I don’t particularly like this crispy candy.”

Her smile was gentle and tender, her tone carrying faint relaxation: “As a child, I always loved eating these things. After school, Brother would often bring me some. But later, I…”

Song Wan raised her head, looking at Shen Qianyu with calm eyes: “Later, after I married into the Chengyang Marquis Residence, I didn’t eat them for a long time.”

Shen Qianyu said: “Wan’er need not be so cautious in testing. If I looked down on your remarrying, I wouldn’t have received you into the Eastern Palace.”

His directness left Song Wan somewhat unable to cope. She couldn’t help but turn her face away with some embarrassment.

Shen Qianyu wasn’t anxious either, only sitting properly across from her, quietly waiting for Song Wan to open her heart to him.

“During my widowhood at the Marquis Residence, I mostly ate bland food—little meat, no wine. After a long time, I came to feel this crispy candy was too sickeningly sweet.”

This was the first time Shen Qianyu heard Song Wan express words of dislike or unwillingness. He was so pleased he could barely contain himself, even becoming somewhat restless, constantly adjusting his sitting posture.

His Wan’er had told him she didn’t like this crispy candy!

“If there’s anything you don’t like, you must tell me in the future.”

Song Wan looked at Shen Qianyu and nodded with a smile.

In the past, she didn’t speak of these things because she truly felt such trivial matters weren’t worth mentioning. Saying she liked something could make the gift-giver happy, and she was happy too—what was wrong with that? But somehow, hearing Shen Qianyu say he wanted to be an ordinary married couple with her, she truly couldn’t help but feel yearning.

To be an ordinary married couple…

She had once harbored this thought too, only she didn’t know when such thinking had been buried beneath the unpredictability of human hearts.

Song Wan thought for a moment and said softly: “I don’t know what an ordinary married couple looks like.”

Whether with Jiang Xingjian or Shen Qianyu, they were destined not to be an ordinary married couple.

But she wanted to try.

Regardless of how they might grow distant in the future, right now she wanted to try.

An ordinary married couple probably lived days of men plowing and women weaving, discussing and deliberating together. She wouldn’t need to guard against him harming her, nor would she need to constantly scheme about how to seek benefits from him.

If starting from this moment, the two of them could work together with sincere hearts and genuine treatment, perhaps they could be like ordinary couples in the marketplace, supporting each other through an ordinary life.

“I don’t know either.”

Shen Qianyu pressed one hand against his thunderously beating heart while forcibly controlling the corners of his lips that wanted to stretch to his ears: “How about starting with you gradually telling me what you don’t like?”

The corners of Song Wan’s lips carried a hint of a smile as she gently nodded.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu tremblingly extended one hand, stammering: “I… I’m going to hold your hand now. If you don’t like it, tell me.”

The man’s hand with distinct knuckles covered the soft, pale white hand of the young woman. The scars on the back of the hand that had once daily used ointments for care had already faded considerably, but now with the two hands contrasted together, Shen Qianyu still felt that his hand—with knuckles slightly deformed from years of injuries—was ugly to the point of being glaring.

So ugly that placing it on Song Wan’s palm seemed to profane her.

Chapter 171: Refusing the Marriage
Shen Qianyu’s heart trembled, terrified that Song Wan might find him distasteful. He hurriedly tried to withdraw his hand, only to have it pulled back by her.

Song Wan’s cheeks, from the tips of her ears down to her neck, were all dyed a delicate shade of red. The faint blush made Shen Qianyu’s heart ache with both sourness and pain.

How wonderful it was to have met her.

Having seen this person, he finally understood how intoxicating tender affection could be.

He grasped Song Wan’s hand in his palm in return, remaining silent.

Song Wan lowered her eyes, her thoughts in turmoil.

She had once taken the initiative to hold another’s hand, but regrettably, she had never received an equal response. The shame and regret of being rejected that day had tormented her through countless days and nights.

But today, someone had taken the initiative to hold her hand.

Having experienced the resentment and hatred of yearning without fulfillment, she naturally could not bear to let another person experience it.

Raising her eyes toward Shen Qianyu, Song Wan smiled faintly.

Not dwelling on past events, not trapped in grief and regret—when someone extended a hand to her, she would naturally reach out to take it.

Life was brief and circumstances unpredictable. She had always only looked ahead, never turning back.

The two held hands tightly, neither daring to move again. Shen Qianyu only felt the silence around his ears, the only sound audible being the thunderous pounding in his chest. For an instant, he even felt the scene before his eyes distort and warp, as if he himself were immersed in an unimaginable dream too beautiful to believe.

After a long while, he finally looked toward Song Wan.

“Your goodness is not something only I have seen.”

Song Wan looked at him with puzzled eyes. Shen Qianyu smiled and said, “Jiang Xingjian didn’t understand your goodness, and I didn’t understand it in the past either, but I understand it now.”

Times had changed. That kind of passionate, sincere love, that kind of uncontrollable emotion—he understood it now.

Song Wan didn’t know what he was talking about, nor did she know how to respond to such nearly intimate words, so she simply kept her head lowered without speaking. Knowing her face was thin-skinned, Shen Qianyu only mentioned it briefly and said no more.

The room seemed to be tinged with a faint ambiguity, until Song Wan felt her hand going numb before he finally released it.

“You haven’t had your evening meal yet. I’ll have someone bring food for you.”

Song Wan said, “I ate some pastries at Virtuous Lady Shang’s palace. I’m not hungry yet.”

“Then would you help me read through the memorials?”

“That’s not proper.”

Shen Qianyu smiled. “Just read them. This entire stack is all nonsense anyway.”

The ones that could be sent to him here didn’t involve any major matters anyway. Although he now sat securely in the Eastern Palace, he had no intention of provoking Emperor Wenhui’s suspicion. Better to enjoy some peace and leisure.

Seeing him say this, Song Wan was about to insist again when she suddenly remembered Lin Jiayue once saying she was as dull and uninteresting as a block of wood.

After thinking it over, she picked up the memorials on the table and began reading them aloud softly.

Shen Qianyu listened quietly. Those previously boring memorials about greetings, reports of good news, offerings, and reports on rainfall and hail from various regions all seemed much more interesting now.

While the two enjoyed this tender time together, they didn’t know that outside, the news of Song Wan entering the palace had already caused an explosion.

Ever since Song Wan was brought into the Eastern Palace, Madam Song had been bedridden with illness. Even though her position was only that of a承徽 (Chenghui), she still found it unbearable.

“Mother, why not think of the bright side?”

Song Nian stood beside the bed attending to Madam Song while gently consoling her. “With Elder Sister entering the palace, Mother will be in charge of the household. If Mother pays attention, the household management can still be reclaimed. Moreover, Brother’s marriage will soon need to be arranged. If Mother is seriously ill at this time, it will only make Father think you’re dissatisfied about Elder Sister entering the palace and are throwing a tantrum because of it.”

“Daughter will say something inconsiderate—even if Mother is seriously ill now, you still need to put on an act for Father to see…”

Rather than locking yourself in your room like this, claiming poor health and refusing to go out. But she didn’t voice this latter half.

Song Nian earnestly advised, but only received Madam Song’s full measure of complaints.

“He remembers I’m the mistress of the household when Fu’er is getting married? He only cares about Song Fu and Song Wan. Has he ever cared about Yao’er?”

Madam Song cried bitterly. “Everything good in this household goes to Song Fu and Song Wan. What do you three siblings have? Nothing at all!”

“Haven’t you seen how biased your father is? Yao’er should have been the Crown Princess. Now look—not only did that fall through, he also wants to marry Yao’er off to one of his subordinate disciples!”

“What kind of background does that disciple have? Calling his family poor and lowly would even be generous, yet he actually said he’d give him to Yao’er?”

“Yao’er was supposed to become Crown Princess…”

“Your father is biased, which is why he sent Song Wan into the palace.”

Song Nian let out a long sigh, truly not knowing how to console her anymore.

After listening to Madam Song cry and wail for a long time, she finally murmured, “Does Mother intend to use Brother’s marriage to threaten Father?”

Duke Yingguo’s household held a status far higher than the Song household. If the marriage between the two families wasn’t handled by the mistress, it would certainly provoke gossip and also displease Duke Yingguo’s household.

Seeing her mother like this, Song Nian instantly understood her thoughts.

Song Nian lowered her head, her voice light and airy. “Mother, you’d better not use this to test your position in Father’s heart…”

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

Madam Song supported her forehead ornament, glaring with wide eyes. “Are you saying your older sister is now useless, or are you afraid I’ll lose face with your father and implicate you?”

“No matter what, I’m still Song Fu and Song Wan’s elder. Now that I’m unwell, am I supposed to drag this sick body around to manage wedding affairs for my juniors?”

“Where in the world is there such logic?”

“You needn’t stay here. Go check on your sister.”

Ever since Song Yao learned she had no hope of entering the palace and would have to marry someone of lowly birth who only had the merit of being a presented scholar, she had spent every day refusing food and refusing to speak. Now it had been two days and two nights without a drop of water passing her lips. Even when Song Nian went to persuade her, she acted as if she couldn’t hear anything.

Song Nian emerged from Madam Song’s room with her heart feeling as if a great stone were pressing down on it.

“Miss, shall we go find Second Miss?”

Song Nian shook her head. “Never mind. Let her be.”

Everything she could say, advise, and do, she had done her utmost. Now she had no more solutions.

Looking at the maid beside her, Song Nian said quietly, “Let’s return to my room. Copying some scriptures to calm my mind would be good.”

Her mother and sister still believed to this day that sending Song Wan into the palace was Father’s idea. She didn’t know why, but they simply refused to believe it was the Crown Prince’s own intention.

That jade ruyi placed in their palms that they couldn’t even see clearly—wasn’t the hint obvious enough? The Crown Prince was clearly saying that the two of them didn’t even count as a plaything.

Song Nian’s small face still carried a childish innocence, yet when she sighed, she seemed like a weary old person filled with the air of twilight.

“Third Miss…”

Xizhang looked at her young mistress with concern, her own heart full of helplessness.

“I can neither manage nor speak. If I say anything more, Mother and Second Sister will end up hating me instead.”

Song Nian’s eyes reddened as she returned to her room with Xizhang, full of disappointment.

On the other side, when Song Lan’an learned that Madam Song claimed to be ill and feared she couldn’t manage Song Fu’s wedding affairs, he merely gave a cold snort.

“Tomorrow you’ll accompany me to Duke Yingguo’s household to pay respects to the Grand Princess.”

The steward nodded, then asked, “Master, what about Second Miss’s marriage?”

“Since she’s unwilling to marry, let her be. Can I force her?”

“This old servant understands.”

“Also, have Granny Song go to Madam’s place and retrieve the storeroom keys and tallies. The inner quarters cannot be without management. Since her health is poor, she need not trouble herself with these trivial matters in the future.”

Hearing this, the steward nodded respectfully, yet in his heart he secretly sighed that the current wife was worlds apart from the original wife. No wonder his master treated her with such impatience.

The current wife… truly could not establish herself.

Chapter 172: The New Bride
Early the next morning, Song Lan’an took the Song household steward to Duke Yingguo’s residence to pay respects to the Grand Princess.

The Grand Princess was already over seventy years old, but her body was still relatively robust. When Song Lan’an saw her, he immediately performed a very respectful formal bow, which greatly surprised the old lady.

With the two households currently discussing marriage, his behavior today clearly indicated he had some important matter to request.

The Grand Princess leaned on her gilded walking stick, her expression solemn and inscrutable.

Song Lan’an rose and said with a smile, “I’ve come to visit today because this junior has a matter to request.”

“Speak and let me hear it.”

“Right now is the crucial time for our two households’ children to form a marriage alliance. Unfortunately, my wife has been seriously ill recently. To avoid affecting the good union between our two families, I wish to ask the Grand Princess to manage the wedding arrangements for the two children.”

“Also, I come today on behalf of my unworthy son. I wonder if it would be too much trouble to ask Duke Yingguo’s household to send a few people to our humble home first to help manage things?”

Hearing these words, a smile gradually appeared in the Grand Princess’s eyes.

Whether Madam Song’s serious illness was real or fake, she didn’t know and didn’t want to know. But Song Lan’an’s attitude now was very clear. Having Duke Yingguo’s household send people to the Song residence in advance to help manage things was making a concession.

Having servants help manage the husband’s household affairs before the new bride even entered the household—this was Song Lan’an informing her that after Ming Xiang entered the household, she could directly take over the household management.

The Grand Princess was very satisfied with Song Lan’an’s sincerity. In just a few words, she agreed and had people begin preparations.

Having completed this matter, Song Lan’an walked out of Duke Yingguo’s residence.

In the carriage, the Song household steward said, “Handing over household authority to Miss Ming, could it…”

Song Lan’an waved his hand and said casually, “Su Yi arranged everything properly years ago, and the household has had no troubles over all these years. There’s nothing to fear now. Besides, although Ming Jiu is somewhat incompetent, the people of Duke Yingguo’s household are not. I believe she’ll manage the household well in the future.”

“Moreover, Yi’er will certainly have left backup plans for Song Fu. You and I need not worry.”

Mentioning his first wife, Song Lan’an’s tone carried a hint more warmth.

“Furthermore, the household will eventually be handed over to Fu’er. Even if Ming Jiu can’t be propped up, it will be his headache. The paths that could be paved for him have all been paved. If he still can’t walk smoothly after all this, there’s nothing I as his father can do.”

“The eldest young master is steady and wise. He will surely surpass his predecessors.”

Song Lan’an smiled, his eyes carrying a trace of imperceptible pride.

How could his and Su Yi’s child not be excellent?

Lowering his eyes slightly, Song Lan’an half-closed his eyelids and began to rest.

Spring had arrived. Song Fu and Ming Xiang’s wedding day drew ever closer, but Madam Song became increasingly panicked. This was because she discovered that now, staying in her room all day, not a single person came to find her.

For three full days, she could hear the servants in the household chattering noisily, yet still not one person came to ask her to come out and manage household affairs.

“It’s so noisy outside. Are they preparing for Fu’er’s wedding?”

Tanzhu nodded. “The household is currently preparing for the ancestral worship ceremony the day after tomorrow. Has it disturbed Madam?”

“Ancestral worship?”

Madam Song suddenly stood up. “Why was I not informed about the household ancestral worship? When worshipping ancestors, heaven, and earth, if the mistress of the household doesn’t appear, what kind of propriety is that?”

Pulling off the forehead ornament from her head, Madam Song was about to change clothes when she heard Tanzhu say, “Madam need not worry. The master said to let you rest well and focus on recovering your health.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“The master instructed this servant to accompany Madam in quiet recuperation, to fully recover your health before considering other matters. Madam, you are weak now, so please return to bed and continue resting.”

Madam Song looked incredulous.

What did Song Lan’an mean by this? Was he trying to confine her?

“I need to see the master.”

She was about to leave in her outer robe when she was blocked at the door by Tanzhu. “Madam should return to bed and rest. The master is not at the residence today. Even if you go out, you won’t find him.”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened, her heart both panicked and frightened.

How could she have known that after serving Song Lan’an diligently for over ten years, just because he was biased toward Song Wan, and she used illness as an excuse to stay in bed for two days, he would confine her like this?

Over all these years, even if she had no merit, she had toiled. Could he not speak even a few soft words to her?

He would rather have the mistress absent during the eldest legitimate son’s wedding than coax her even once?

Her vision went black, and Madam Song suddenly fell backward.

These past few days, using poor health as an excuse, she had barely eaten or drunk. Now, with rage attacking her heart, she directly fainted.

Tanzhu stepped forward to support Madam Song and placed a ginseng slice under her tongue.

The heavy ginseng flavor spread from under her tongue throughout her mouth. Madam Song only felt her tongue root go numb, her entire chest cavity and even her breathing carrying a bitter taste.

Tanzhu laid her flat on the bed, then turned to find the household physician. Just as she went out, she ran right into Song Yao.

“Where are you going? Where’s Mother?”

“Madam has been seriously ill these past few days. Second Miss, it would be better not to disturb her.”

“Mother still hasn’t recovered?”

Song Yao looked listless. She had been looking for Madam Song because she had matters to discuss.

After she had refused food and water for two days and two nights, Father indeed hadn’t mentioned marrying her off to that disciple again. She had sent her personal maid to inquire, and the household steward hadn’t sent anyone to continue investigating the Hu family.

It seemed that seeing her unwillingness, Father had given up.

Song Yao had wanted to discuss her marriage arrangements with Madam Song, but Mother had been unwell all this time.

Standing at the door thinking for a long while, Song Yao said, “I’ll go in and check on Mother.”

“Second Elder Sister.”

Pulling back Song Yao, who was about to enter, Song Nian led her aside. “These past few days, Mother has been very worried about your marriage to that disciple. Now that Mother can finally rest a bit, please don’t disturb her anymore.”

Song Yao bit her lip and nodded, signaling for Tanzhu to leave first.

Pulling her back to her own courtyard, Song Nian sighed softly. “Elder Brother’s wedding cannot have any mistakes. These next few days, Second Elder Sister absolutely must not cause a commotion in the household. If you disturb the new bride, it will be our fault.”

Seeing Song Yao’s dismissive expression, she softened her manner and explained again in detail, breaking it down thoroughly.

“Since Father previously had thoughts of marrying Second Elder Sister to a disciple, presumably he won’t put much effort into Second Elder Sister’s marriage in the future.”

“But our new sister-in-law is different. When she first enters the household, it will be to establish a reputation for virtue, so she will certainly do her utmost to arrange good marriage prospects for us. If sister-in-law enters the household, Second Elder Sister must treat her well and…”

“What are you saying?”

Song Yao scoffed. “Have you gone foolish? Mother is still here. When does the marriage of you and me become a new bride’s decision? And one who has difficulty speaking and rarely interacts with people?”

“Although sister-in-law has difficulty speaking, Duke Yingguo’s household is not…”

“Why do you always build up others’ ambitions and destroy your own prestige?”

“Besides, how could Father not care about your and my marriages? Even if I cannot enter the Eastern Palace, Father won’t casually marry you and me off to any unworthy families.”

“This Hu-surnamed disciple is ninety percent likely Father’s way of frightening me.”

Speaking of this, Song Yao’s eyes revealed traces of sorrow. “Among the legitimate daughters in the household, aside from Song Wan, there’s only you and me. Our usefulness is great. How could Father…”

Waste these one or two useful chess pieces for nothing?

Chapter 173: The Wedding Night
Song Nian bit her teeth, wanting to speak several times but unable to succeed.

She had always only known that one must not demean oneself, but now she discovered that lacking self-awareness was even more terrifying.

It was true that she and Song Yao were legitimate daughters, but now that Elder Sister had already entered the palace, based on the Crown Prince’s previous actions, she would certainly not stop at the position of Chenghui in the future. If Elder Sister had great fortune later on, even without the two of them, the Song household could probably flourish for another thirty years.

So Father no longer forcing Second Sister to marry that Hu-surnamed disciple—was this truly a good thing?

How did it look to her more like Father had completely abandoned Song Yao because he had a better path forward?

And then there was Mother…

Hearing the waves of commotion coming from the outer courtyard of the household, Song Nian’s heart grew heavier and heavier.

With Elder Brother’s wedding imminent, no one went to ask Mother to come out and manage the wedding affairs for him. Not only that, these past few days, not a single stewardess had gone to inquire with Mother about household matters. But the storerooms were open, with people coming and going, taking things in and out, yet no one was seen reporting to Mother or retrieving tallies.

Mother had clearly been… sidelined by Father.

Looking at Song Yao, who still wore a proud expression, Song Nian bit her lip, unable to speak a single word.

No one cared about or was concerned with what the two of them were thinking. The marriage between the Song and Ming families proceeded step by step under the Song household’s orderly preparations.

Once the household’s ancestral worship offerings were prepared, Song Lan’an led Song Fu and Song Lan to worship the ancestors, heaven, and earth to inform the Song family’s ancestral spirits that a new bride would be added to the household. After the ancestral worship, Song Fu bowed to the Bed Mother. After settling the new bed with the household servants, they only waited for tomorrow’s bridal procession.

“Raise the palanquin!”

As gongs and drums sounded, Song Fu mounted his horse and headed to Duke Yingguo’s residence to fetch his bride.

Ming Xiang wore a bright red cross-collar wide-sleeved gown, with a phoenix crown on her head and a ceremonial cape draped over her body, quietly waiting for Song Fu to come receive her.

She originally had a somewhat timid nature, but ever since meeting Song Fu last time at Song Wan’s residence, she had been waiting for this day.

Whenever she thought of Song Fu’s words—”Take your time, tell me slowly”—Ming Xiang felt her heart soaked in honey, unbearably sweet.

“Miss, the young master has come to fetch you.”

Ming Xiang’s dowry maid came close to quietly remind her. She nodded slowly with a flushed face, quietly waiting for Song Fu to come receive her.

The palanquin circled through the city for a long while before entering through the Song residence’s main gate.

With a thud, the palanquin landed. A man’s hand with distinct knuckles and slender fingers lifted the curtain. Amid the clamor, she immediately heard Song Fu’s voice clearly.

“I’ll help you.”

Ming Xiang placed her hand over his, her maiden’s heart filled with sweetness, sourness, worry, yet also full of expectations for the future.

“This sister-in-law certainly has airs, bringing so many dowry attendants.”

Song Yao snorted softly and said to Song Nian, “Look, I just counted—just the personal serving maids and servants alone number no less than twenty…”

“Where are you going?”

Seeing Song Nian about to leave, Song Yao pulled her hand and frowned. “The household is chaotic today. Don’t wander around.”

“I’m going to bring some food to future sister-in-law.”

“Ha.”

“Fine, fine, fine. Go curry favor with your future sister-in-law then.”

Song Yao pursed her lips, looking at Song Nian with a smile that wasn’t quite a smile, as if she were doing something foolishly self-degrading.

Song Nian lowered her head to look at the very festive pink-green vest embroidered with gold peonies she wore, then gently smoothed out the somewhat tangled waist ornament, and strode toward the small kitchen.

“Are you the second miss or third miss of the household?”

A kind-looking young maid stood at the bridal chamber door. Seeing Song Nian, she asked very warmly.

Song Nian smiled sweetly. “I’m the third. Today I wanted to come see my new sister-in-law.”

Pushing forward the pastries in her hand stamped with the red character for double happiness: “I was afraid sister-in-law rose early and hadn’t had time to eat anything, so I brought these happy pastries to fill sister-in-law’s stomach.”

She was small and clever, not only full of smiles but calling “sister-in-law” with every phrase, making everyone from Duke Yingguo’s household in the room beam with delight.

“Good girl, come in and sit quickly.”

A kind-faced matron walked out from the room, her face full of smiles.

After welcoming Song Nian into the bridal chamber, the matron pulled out a large red envelope from her bosom. “To honor the young lady, I hope Third Miss will give this old servant some face.”

“Thank you, Nanny.”

The nanny beamed with joy and let Song Nian go to the innermost part of the bridal chamber to see Ming Xiang.

“Sister-in-law, I’m your third younger sister. I came to bring you some happy pastries. Remember to have some later.”

Thinking that Ming Xiang had difficulty speaking, after finishing, she left with a smile, not lingering at all.

After Song Nian departed, all the maids and matrons in the room praised her endlessly. Who wouldn’t like a sweet-tongued young girl?

Ming Xiang was also very happy seeing that plate of happy pastries. This first gesture of kindness received in her future husband’s family, she appreciated deeply.

As night gradually darkened and the commotion outside drew closer, Ming Xiang bit her lip and wrung her fingers, her heart full of bashfulness and fear.

“Greetings to the young master.”

Voices rose and fell in the room. Ming Xiang heard a warm, gentle male voice slowly speak: “You’ve all worked hard today.”

The nanny who came with Ming Xiang’s dowry smiled and said it wasn’t hard. Just as she was about to ask the young master for a lucky charm, she saw Song Fu’s expression become solemn.

“I have something I want to ask.”

Seeing his serious expression, everyone in the room, including Ming Xiang, had their hearts rise to their throats.

“When at Duke Yingguo’s residence, were there rules preventing your young lady from speaking?”

The matron was startled and thought carefully before saying hoarsely, “Miss… because it didn’t conform to aristocratic family propriety, there were indeed situations where we would restrain Miss from speaking when outside.”

Song Fu said, “I don’t know Duke Yingguo’s household rules, but now that she’s at my Song residence, from now on you must not and cannot restrain her from speaking.”

She already had difficulty speaking. Repeatedly interrupting her—wouldn’t that just add insult to injury?

Song Fu had long disliked this rule of Duke Yingguo’s household. It was just that previously, although he knew about it, he had no way to speak against it. Now that Ming Xiang had married him as his wife, he naturally didn’t want her to suffer such grievance anymore.

“You may all withdraw. There’s no need to attend.”

Song Fu didn’t want the wedding attendants waiting nearby. After sending everyone away, he walked before Ming Xiang.

Feeling Song Fu standing beside her yet making no movement for a long time, Ming Xiang couldn’t help but grow nervous and worried.

“Husband…”

The young lady’s delicate, sweet voice came from beneath the veil. Song Fu was startled upon hearing it, his tone instantly softening by seventy to eighty percent.

“I’ve been touched by some wine fumes and fear they’ll bother you.”

He reached out his hand to lift the steelyard and raise the veil. The young lady beneath the veil opened a pair of round, smiling eyes and stared at him blankly.

Song Fu didn’t know why, but suddenly he also began to smile.

The young lady’s cheeks were flushed, as if shy, yet also as if unaware of shame as she gazed at him foolishly.

“You…”

Being stared at by her made him somewhat restrained. Song Fu gave a soft hum. “Truly… I can do nothing with you.”

Having said this, he gently covered Ming Xiang’s dark eyes that tugged at his heartstrings with his hand and pressed his lips against the young lady’s slightly parted mouth, lightly colored with rouge.

“Mm.”

She was startled and instinctively made a sound, which gave Song Fu the opportunity to attack and gradually devour her completely.

With one hand hooking the bright red happy curtain on the bed, Song Fu encircled Ming Xiang in his embrace and pulled her backward as they fell.

“Husband…”

The word “husband” didn’t know how many times the young lady had secretly called it. Song Fu couldn’t hear any trace of difficulty in her speech.

He propped himself up on his arms before Ming Xiang and said in a low voice, “You may call it a few more times, call it for me to hear.”

Having said this, he gently leaned down upon her.

Chapter 174: Paying Respects
The spring night was short and fleeting.

Song Fu felt he had just closed his eyes when he heard the softened footsteps of a maid outside the room.

“Young Master, it’s time to offer tea and pay respects to the master and madam.”

The speaker was the dowry matron Ming Xiang had brought. Her tone was gentle but she had no choice but to wake the two. This was the new bride’s first time offering tea to her mother-in-law and father-in-law—she absolutely could not be late under any circumstances.

Having said this, she gestured for the maid beside her to prepare hot water.

Song Fu opened his eyes and gently tucked the disheveled hair from the forehead of the person in his arms behind her ear, calling softly, “Ming Xiang…”

He called out gently, but Ming Xiang unconsciously stretched out her hand and burrowed herself into Song Fu’s embrace.

“Ha.”

Song Fu chuckled softly and lifted her up.

The young lady’s face was full of fatigue, her eyes half-open in a drowsy, confused manner, making Song Fu’s heart feel tender.

He got up and picked up both their clothes from yesterday one by one, organizing them neatly, then went to the wardrobe to get their undergarments and other clothing.

When Song Fu returned to the bedside, Ming Xiang was still lying on the bed sleeping soundly, with no intention of getting up at all.

The matron outside knocked on the door again. Song Fu said, “Go prepare the things for entering the palace today first. There’s no need for you to help with the rest of washing up and changing clothes.”

Smiling as he scooped up his little wife who had melted into a soft puddle from the blankets, Song Fu pulled out her undergarment to help her put it on bit by bit.

It wasn’t until he was teasing the person who was still sleeping in a daze that Ming Xiang opened her eyes in confusion.

But the moment she saw the bare-chested Song Fu, she turned red from head to toe in an instant.

“Hus-husband… I…”

She wanted to raise her hand to snatch the undergarment from Song Fu’s hands, but just as she reached out, she shyly withdrew quickly back into the blankets. The scenes from yesterday when the two were intimately entwined, their lips and teeth mingling, all came flooding back. Ming Xiang felt her face was about to catch fire.

“Take your time speaking.”

Song Fu laughed softly, his deep voice seeming to carry magic, making Ming Xiang’s entire head feel dizzy after hearing it.

Embracing her along with the blanket, Song Fu pulled out a soft undergarment to put on her.

“I… I…”

Song Fu’s eyes were full of mirth. “I remember yesterday you called ‘husband’ very smoothly.”

Already unable to speak clearly, being teased by Song Fu like this made Ming Xiang unable to say a single word. Song Fu wasn’t in a hurry either, just like arranging a small child, he put on her clothes and shoes one by one.

When she was pulled out of the room, Ming Xiang’s head was still dizzy, in a daze not knowing east from south, north from west.

“This servant will apply makeup and arrange Madam’s hair.”

The maid came forward to wash Ming Xiang’s hands and face, then carefully styled her hair in a married woman’s bun and applied rouge and powder before leading her before Song Fu.

“Are you feeling better? If you’re uncomfortable, I’ll have the household matrons carry you in a palanquin.”

Hearing this, Ming Xiang hurriedly shook her head. “My… my… self…”

She pointed at herself, indicating there was no need for anyone to carry a palanquin.

The number of maids and matrons she had brought when marrying into the Song household was already quite improper. But Grandmother cherished her and feared she would have no power to manage the household in the future, so she had arranged many stewards who could help her.

She was grateful for Grandmother’s love, but also feared arousing the Song household’s displeasure.

If she now also rode in a palanquin to offer tea to her parents-in-law, if word got out, people would say the new bride was putting on airs.

The more anxious she became, the less she could speak. All the matrons and maids in the room held their breath, not daring to make a sound, afraid that on the very first day of her marriage, their young lady would incur her husband’s displeasure.

Who would have thought Song Fu simply nodded with a smile. “Then I’ll support you as we walk.”

Ming Xiang’s face reddened as she smiled sweetly with pursed lips.

The two made their way to Song Lan’an’s courtyard.

After offering incense to the ancestors, Song Fu accompanied Ming Xiang as they met all the household elders, juniors, and stewardesses one by one. Nearly everyone in the entire Song household appeared. Even Yang Pianzhi arrived early with a happy expression waiting in the main hall. Only Madam Song was absent.

The married couple paid respects to everyone. Ming Xiang also met the household’s younger siblings and gave meeting gifts. They were busy until noon before finding time to rest.

Song Fu was fine, but the person in his arms was thoroughly exhausted.

“Husband, I… I… Madam… attend to illness?”

Song Fu shook his head. “No need.”

After thinking, he added, “You’ll understand in time.”

Although Ming Xiang had a pure heart, she was still a young lady from an aristocratic family. Just hearing these words, she knew Madam Song’s serious illness was false, and there must be other hidden circumstances.

Thinking carefully about Madam Song’s background and origins, she felt she had guessed four or five parts of it.

“Father has entrusted the household management to you. Just take it on. If there’s anything you don’t understand, go ask Nanny Song. She’s an old servant Mother left behind—you can trust her.”

Ming Xiang smiled faintly with pursed lips, her eyes full of adoration for Song Fu.

The two had lunch at the Song residence before taking a carriage to the palace.

In the carriage, Song Fu held Ming Xiang, letting her lean against him for a brief rest. Only when the carriage arrived at the palace gates did he wake her.

“Aunt is kind. You need not worry.”

When Changping came to receive them, he saw this young couple being so loving and sweet with each other. He covered his mouth with a smile and quickly welcomed them to Changxin Palace.

Song Yuning and Song Wan had been waiting in Changxin Palace early. Both wore very festive clothing today. Even Shen Qianbai wore a water-red straight robe embroidered all over with silver-patterned blessings.

Several people sat in the bedchamber quietly waiting. Song Yuning nervously fidgeted with the gold hairpin on her head.

“Aunt today seems more nervous than the new bride herself.”

Song Wan smiled gently, teasing Song Yuning.

“Now you’re even making fun of your aunt.”

Being teased like this, Song Yuning relaxed. She touched Shen Qianbai’s cheek and said, “You need not wear this mask when seeing your cousin.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianbai paused and removed the face covering.

When Ming Xiang stepped into Changxin Palace, she saw the three people inside all stand up together. Already nervous, seeing this situation, the forms of address she had been silently reciting all along the way suddenly became difficult and unfamiliar again.

“Greetings to Virtuous Lady Yun, Third Prince, and Chenghui Song.”

Song Fu bowed to the three. Shen Qianbai and Song Wan both stepped aside to avoid his bow.

As soon as her husband finished speaking, Ming Xiang nervously opened her mouth. “Gree… greetings… Your Ladyship, greetings… Third… Pri… Prince, greetings… Chen… Chenghui.”

She spoke slowly, but her face had already turned red with anxiety.

When facing Song Fu, she didn’t feel particularly embarrassed, but when facing Song Yuning and Song Fu’s juniors, she felt ashamed of losing face for her husband.

Who would have known that neither Shen Qianbai nor Song Wan minded these things? Both returned the greeting, saying they had met Cousin’s Wife and Sister-in-law.

Song Yuning also laughed heartily. “Good child, no need to be nervous. If you can’t say it well, just say it slowly. After all, we’re family who will spend a lifetime together. How can we rush this moment?”

“Sister-in-law, just listen to Aunt. You can’t go wrong.”

No one mocked Ming Xiang, nor did they act like other people she had encountered before, pretending nothing was wrong and never mentioning her speech impediment. Instead, everyone gave her gentle kindness, making Ming Xiang develop a stubborn determination from the bottom of her heart.

Why should she have to speak in such a halting manner forever?

Turning her head to look at Song Fu, who was gazing at her with a gentle expression, Ming Xiang secretly vowed that next time she entered the palace, she would definitely be able to greet Virtuous Lady Yun and the others smoothly and clearly.

Chapter 175: Impropriety
Virtuous Lady Yun kept the two for dinner at Changxin Palace. Song Wan naturally accompanied them. However, seeing Song Fu taking care of Ming Xiang at every turn, she couldn’t help but blush a little.

These past few days, Shen Qianyu had come to Laiyi Pavilion to find her every evening. Sometimes he would have her help read memorials, and sometimes he would bring her food and trinkets from outside the palace that she had never seen before.

Thinking of this, Song Wan’s hand gripping the jade chopsticks tightened, and her face inexplicably grew warm.

Whenever this happened, he would hold her hand and ask her over and over whether she disliked or liked them.

How could she really have feelings of like or dislike for those things?

But if she didn’t answer, Shen Qianyu would keep asking. When she grew annoyed by his questions, she had no choice but to say she liked them or didn’t care for them. But even then, he still wouldn’t let it go and would always press further several times, asking why she liked them, why she didn’t.

She had been in the palace for some time now, and she didn’t know where that person kept finding all sorts of strange and peculiar things, asking constantly, asking daily.

Song Wan’s eyes carried an inexplicable smile as she sighed silently.

Song Fu’s thoughts were keen. Seeing her gripping the jade chopsticks while her mind had clearly flown elsewhere, he smiled faintly.

He hadn’t asked Song Wan how she was faring in the palace. First, the Crown Prince would occasionally seek him out to ask about various things, showing how much he valued her. Second, although Song Wan had just sighed privately, her eyes were full of amused happiness tinged with exasperation.

She was living comfortably in the palace. Looking at her now, she seemed even more at ease than when she had lived alone in the residence.

This was because he could no longer see the uncertain worry in Song Wan’s eyes, nor that previous anxiety of not knowing what path lay ahead.

Song Fu smiled with pursed lips, finally setting his mind at ease.

While their family enjoyed the warm joy of their reunion at Changxin Palace, Shen Qianyu was alone in the Eastern Palace, feeling uncomfortable all over. During this period, he had grown accustomed to being with Song Wan right after court, the two of them either reviewing memorials together or enjoying rare delicacies they had never encountered before.

But today Song Wan hadn’t returned, leaving him without even the energy to eat.

Wan Xiao observed his master staring at the memorial in his hands, sometimes furrowing his brows tightly, sometimes sighing impatiently. At first, he thought some major problem had occurred at court, or that Dongning was about to fall. It wasn’t until he saw Shen Qianyu wearing the same expression while holding a routine greeting memorial that he realized there was nothing wrong at court and the nation was still secure.

After thinking for a moment, Wan Xiao said, “It’s almost the Hour of the Rooster. Imperial Physician Song should be leaving the palace soon.”

“Oh, it’s almost the Hour of the Rooster already?”

Shen Qianyu looked up, his face clearly showing more joy.

“Ji Rong, help this palace rearrange my hair.”

Ji Rong stepped forward and helped Shen Qianyu restyle his hair and put on his jade crown.

After tidying up his master neatly, Ji Rong said, “Your Highness, water has been drawn in the White Jade Pool, and the skin-nourishing ointment prepared by the imperial physicians is also ready.”

Having said this, he looked up at Shen Qianyu.

He didn’t know why his master had suddenly sought out imperial physicians to make a pile of skin-nourishing ointment used by palace consorts. According to the imperial physician, the substance had the effects of removing scars, regenerating skin, moisturizing and nourishing the complexion. Originally, he had thought it was prepared for Chenghui Song, but who would have thought his master had kept a large trunk of the stuff in the Eastern Palace.

“It’s ready?”

Shen Qianyu stretched out his hand, looking at the dark scars on it and raising his eyebrows slightly.

The imperial physician had praised that stuff as something found in heaven but not on earth. He wondered if it would actually work.

If it worked, once he removed all these scars, then he could with Wan’er…

His face grew warm. Shen Qianyu felt slightly embarrassed, then composed his expression.

He certainly had no thoughts of taking liberties with Wan’er or… any disrespectful ideas. He only knew that Wan’er had a kind heart. If there truly came a day when they would be completely honest with each other, seeing his body covered in scars would certainly pain her. How could he bear to have the person he treasured most worry about such trivial matters?

Moreover, even if Wan’er didn’t feel pain for him, she would certainly be frightened.

She was so delicate—she probably couldn’t bear to see such obvious scars.

Shen Qianyu actually developed quite a bit of worry over this.

“Keep it ready. This palace will use it when I return tonight.”

Having said this, he prepared to go to Laiyi Pavilion to wait for Song Wan.

Just as he took a step, he heard Wan Xiao behind him say, “This subordinate will escort you to Laiyi Pavilion.”

He smiled as he rose and followed behind Shen Qianyu. Shen Qianyu had wanted to decline, but on second thought, he didn’t know how long it would be before Wan’er returned from Changxin Palace. If he grew bored waiting, he could at least talk with Wan Xiao.

“Very well.”

The two arrived at Laiyi Pavilion. Wan Xiao’s gaze swept through the room. Seeing that among the two maids who came forward to pay respects, there was indeed one with a familiar face, he couldn’t help but furrow his brows.

After Jinshu and Luanjian paid respects to Shen Qianyu, they quietly retreated to the side. Wan Xiao was slightly pensive. Looking at Jinshu, he said, “Serve tea to the Crown Prince.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu raised his eyebrows at him. Wan Xiao blinked innocently at him, looking quite puzzled.

Jinshu didn’t understand their exchange. After respectfully acknowledging the order, she went out. After a moment’s consideration, Wan Xiao followed her.

Just as he was toying with the waist ornament Song Wan had left on the table, Shen Qianyu’s hand paused as he looked toward Wan Xiao’s retreating figure.

Jinshu was simple-minded. Although she had considerable strength, she was not only honest-hearted but also had no scheming. Hearing Wan Xiao tell her to brew tea for the Crown Prince, she obediently carried the tea tray out, completely unaware that the head of the Eastern Depot, who walked without making a sound, was following behind her.

Entering the tea room, Jinshu was lowering her head to arrange the tea leaves when Wan Xiao leaned against the doorway with his arms crossed, staring at her without speaking.

It wasn’t until Jinshu had selected the tea leaves she intended to brew that he took a few quick steps behind the young lady and reached his hand right into her collar.

“Ah…”

Jinshu was startled. Clutching her garment, she whirled around sharply. But from the corner of his eye, Wan Xiao still clearly saw the round pink birthmark near her shoulder below her neck.

“You, you, you… scoundrel!”

Gripping her clothes tightly, the young maid glared at Wan Xiao with angry eyes.

“I’m not…”

“You, you… don’t you speak!”

In the corner of the tea room were two tall, thick wooden buckets filled with water. Without thinking, Jinshu stepped forward, grabbed one, and chased after Wan Xiao.

“Listen to me, I’m not…”

“Scoundrel, don’t run.”

The young girl’s eyes were red. The bucket full of water seemed light as a feather in her hands. Unfortunately, Wan Xiao was skilled at escaping. No matter what, Jinshu couldn’t catch up to him. Even when it seemed she could grab him with just a reach of her hand, in the blink of an eye, he had escaped again.

The two chased each other around Laiyi Pavilion. Shen Qianyu propped his chin on his hand, watching with great curiosity.

“This servant will go discipline Jinshu.”

“No need.”

Flatly refusing Luanjian’s words, Shen Qianyu watched the thoroughly disheveled Wan Xiao with great interest.

Who would have thought he would have such a day?

Thinking of how he himself had once been hit by that bull-like girl with a vat, suffering internal injuries, Shen Qianyu snorted with laughter and began enjoying the spectacle.

Before Song Wan saw off her brother and sister-in-law, she heard her brother say he still needed to take his wife to the family temple.

She asked why, and Song Fu said it was to offer incense and make offerings to a friend. Knowing he was referring to Second Master Jiang, Song Wan was just feeling somber and pitying that he had died young when she was startled by the scene at Laiyi Pavilion.

As soon as she stepped into the courtyard with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu, she saw Jinshu drop to her knees before her with a thud, still holding a very large wooden bucket in her hands.

Jinshu’s eyes were red as she pointed at Wan Xiao and said to Song Wan, “Miss, he… he attempted to commit an impropriety against this servant.”

Chapter 176: Warmth
Seeing this, Song Wan looked at Wan Xiao in bewilderment, momentarily unsure what was happening. But she understood Jinshu’s character—Jinshu was a straightforward girl who would never develop such wicked intentions as to falsely accuse Wan Xiao. Song Wan’s elegant brows furrowed slightly as she stepped forward to help Jinshu up.

“What happened?”

Seeing her young mistress trust her, Jinshu said tearfully, “This servant was boiling water and brewing tea in the tea room when he… he reached forward and put his hand…”

Halfway through, the young girl stopped, overcome with shame and indignation.

Song Wan noticed her clothing was indeed torn open and couldn’t help but raise her gaze toward Wan Xiao. Her expression remained calm, showing neither the anger one might expect when a personal maid had been disturbed, nor any desire to smooth things over and let the matter drop.

“Song Chenghui, this is a misunderstanding.”

Wan Xiao appreciated Song Wan’s protective gesture and patiently explained, “Truly, this young lady has misunderstood.”

“This young lady was brewing tea in the tea room. I merely wanted to ask if the tea was ready, when suddenly a mole cricket fell from the rafters…”

He opened his palm, revealing indeed a crushed mole cricket.

“See, I had good intentions that turned into a bad deed.”

As he spoke, he looked at Jinshu with innocent eyes full of grievance. “The young lady turned around too suddenly just now, and must have caught and torn her clothing herself.”

“Though I suppose this is still my fault—even if my intentions were good, I did ultimately startle someone…”

Though Song Wan felt Wan Xiao’s excuse was rather flimsy, she also couldn’t think of any reason he would need to lie. She turned to look at Jinshu, silently inquiring of her.

On her side, Jinshu was still clutching at her collar. Hearing Wan Xiao explain it this way, she herself became confused. It seemed… it seemed that might indeed be what happened? Everything had occurred so quickly at the time that she couldn’t sort out what had actually transpired. Thinking about it now, perhaps she truly had misunderstood Supervisor Wan.

Jinshu blinked, her face full of shame and unease.

“It’s nothing. I’ll have Heng Zhi escort you back to your room.”

Song Wan gently comforted the young girl. Jinshu seemed on the verge of tears but held back. “Forgive this servant, Chenghui. This servant has caused Chenghui trouble.”

“It’s nothing of the sort.”

Having Heng Zhi help the girl back to her room, Song Wan stood before Wan Xiao, pressing her lips together slightly. Just as she was about to speak, Shen Qianyu walked over.

He first looked at Song Wan with a face full of joy, asking in a low voice whether she had eaten well at Changxin Palace this evening, what she had eaten, and whether she had any indigestion. Only after Song Wan answered each question did he have time to look toward Wan Xiao.

“What were you doing just now? Why would you provoke young ladies for no good reason?”

“Master wrongs me. This subordinate is merely a servant—why would I provoke young ladies in broad daylight for no reason?”

His face was full of innocence, leaving both Song Wan and Shen Qianyu without words to respond. Shen Qianyu frowned slightly and looked toward Song Wan. “It seems he has a point.”

“…”

Wan Xiao looked helpless. After paying his respects to the two, he left Laiyi Pavilion.

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan. Song Wan blinked—she too couldn’t make sense of the situation before her.

“No need to bother with him.”

Bashfully taking Song Wan’s hand into his palm, Shen Qianyu said, “This palace has been waiting for Wan’er for so long before you returned. Now this palace can truly understand what it means to keep a lonely vigil…”

Song Wan’s ear tips flushed red as she hurriedly waved her hand to interrupt him.

“If you don’t want me to say it, I won’t. But why is Wan’er pulling her hand away?”

Mumbling as he reclaimed Song Wan’s hand, Shen Qianyu led her in a slow walk through the courtyard.

“Your Highness must not… must not speak such nonsense anymore.”

If ministers were to hear, it would truly be improper. Song Wan tugged at Shen Qianyu’s hand, gently counseling, “There are no walls without cracks in this world. Though Laiyi Pavilion is filled entirely with Your Highness’s people, Your Highness should still be cautious in word and deed, following proper rules and decorum.”

Shen Qianyu slowly nodded. “Whatever Wan’er says is right.”

Song Wan laughed and sighed, momentarily at a loss for what to do. She truly had no way to handle the Crown Prince.

The two held hands and walked in the courtyard for quite some time, until Song Wan’s steps slowed by several paces and only then did Shen Qianyu stop. He looked down at the embroidered shoes on Song Wan’s feet, pressing his lips together with a serious expression.

“I forgot.”

“What did Your Highness forget?”

That she was delicate.

Shen Qianyu answered silently in his heart, yet knew these words absolutely could not be spoken aloud. Wan’er was thin-skinned—if he brought it up, she would surely be embarrassed.

After thinking, Shen Qianyu said, “Embroidered shoes have thin soles. Walking too much makes the feet hurt.”

With that, he crouched down halfway, wanting to look at Song Wan’s feet. In his past life, when had he ever seen a young lady become so delicate? Living to this day, he had never known that young ladies could walk just a little and develop bleeding wounds on their feet.

With a serious expression, Shen Qianyu reached out to grasp Song Wan’s ankle. Song Wan was startled by him and was trying to dodge backward when his hand caught her ankle, nearly causing her to fall to the ground.

“Ah…”

Song Wan let out a soft exclamation. Shen Qianyu quickly embraced her.

“What is Your Highness doing now?”

Carefully placing her on the ground, Shen Qianyu’s expression showed slight embarrassment. “Looking at your feet.”

“…”

Song Wan’s cheeks flushed crimson. For a moment she was speechless, truly not knowing what to say. Since Shen Qianyu had interacted with her under Ji Rong’s identity, she had found his thoughts somewhat inscrutable. Now that they spent time together, she understood the Crown Prince’s behavior even less.

Pressing her lips together slightly, Song Wan said, “Has Your Highness eaten this evening?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head.

Leading him back to the sleeping quarters, Song Wan had Heng Wu and Luanjian go to the small kitchen to prepare some simple food. Shen Qianyu was not one who heavily indulged in the pleasures of food—for him, being able to eat his fill was sufficient.

Before long, Heng Wu brought a plate of small silver ingot-shaped steamed buns, a dish of pan-fried crispy fish, half a platter of sliced braised duck, along with roasted mutton and a bowl of pork and bamboo shoot soup.

Passing the jade chopsticks to Shen Qianyu, Song Wan picked up another pair to serve him food. With a beauty accompanying him, only then did Shen Qianyu feel the emptiness in his stomach. Accepting the soup Song Wan had ladled for him, he ate with great appetite.

Before the ministers he could still maintain some semblance of imperial dignity, but before Song Wan, Shen Qianyu could no longer keep up such pretense. He ate heartily with large bites, not bothering with rules about not moving one’s chopsticks too many times.

Seeing him eat so boldly, Song Wan smiled gently at his side, occasionally serving him food or rolling up his sleeves for him.

After finishing the meal, only then did the man belatedly realize that today’s dishes had been extremely to his taste. He stared blankly at Song Wan. “Wan’er.”

“Mm?”

Song Wan held in her hand a cloth dampened with warm water. She was looking down, helping him clean his hands. Her movements were slow and gentle, her manner tender—even such a simple action as wiping hands could make one feel her earnestness and sincerity.

Shen Qianyu stared blankly at her movements. Though he appeared calm, his ears were filled with thunderous roaring.

“Wan’er?”

Song Wan looked up with a smile. “What is it now, Your Highness?”

The Crown Prince very much liked to say all sorts of random things in front of her. Previously when Song Wan heard them, she would always feel shy and uncomfortable. Now, however, she seemed to have grown accustomed to it, letting him speak as he pleased without his words stirring her into such embarrassment that she couldn’t respond.

After wiping his hands clean, Song Wan handed the cloth to Heng Wu. When she turned her head, she saw Shen Qianyu with his arms extended, gesturing up and down behind her, completely at a loss.

Song Wan smiled. “What is Your Highness doing now?”

Chapter 177: Sudden Encounter
“It’s nothing.” Shen Qianyu withdrew his hand, yet his heart itched terribly. He looked at Song Wan’s back and ultimately couldn’t help but gently stroke her hair.

Sensing the movement of the person behind her, Song Wan pressed her lips together in a smile but didn’t turn around, allowing him to continue. After spending more time with the Crown Prince, she felt this person possessed a child-like nature in his bones.

He seemed curious about everything related to her—what she ate and drank, her clothing and jewelry. Even if Shen Qianyu caught sight of books she was reading, he would take them to flip through before returning them to her.

Sometimes Song Wan could see he wanted to be close but was afraid of being too forward and improper, the way he became flustered and at a loss. Her eyes curved with amusement, wanting to laugh inwardly.

In this moment, she could feel how much he treasured her. With little ripples of sweetness rising in her heart, Song Wan turned around and grasped Shen Qianyu’s hand in her palm. “Your Highness…”

“Wan’er?”

“What does Your Highness wish to say?”

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan, his eyes sincere. “Can ordinary husbands embrace their wives?”

“…”

Song Wan laughed aloud and walked forward two steps to wrap her arms around Shen Qianyu’s waist. It seemed that after meeting the Crown Prince, she could no longer maintain her reserve.

This was only because Song Wan knew that if she said no, he would surely interrogate her relentlessly about why. If she said yes, he would certainly ask when he could embrace her, whether she would be happy with him holding her, and if not, she must tell him—and so on with such vexing questions.

Having been disturbed like this for several days, she found the Crown Prince’s persistent questioning had no end, leaving her both embarrassed and troubled. Now she would rather take the initiative herself than have him hold her while muttering question after question in her ear.

Pressing her cheek against Shen Qianyu’s chest, Song Wan couldn’t help but laugh softly at the thought.

“Wan’er, may I put my arm around your waist?”

“If I do, I won’t move about either.”

Song Wan could hear Shen Qianyu’s chest rumbling like thunder, making her feel somewhat dizzy. Hearing these words, she raised her hand to grasp the man’s wrist and placed his arm around her slender waist.

“Is Your Highness happy now?”

Shen Qianyu pressed his lips together, both somewhat shy and somewhat pleased. He didn’t dare answer. He was afraid that if he opened his mouth, he would ask something Wan’er didn’t want to hear.

How could he not know that Wan’er disliked his constant questioning? Yet Shen Qianyu always felt that if he didn’t ask, with her temperament, even if she suffered grievances for no reason, she wouldn’t speak of them.

She would only keep those grievances in her heart, and at some uncertain time, that disappointment and pain would slowly ferment into bitter fruit he couldn’t bear. His Wan’er seemed tender-hearted, yet sometimes carried the cool detachment of aristocratic children. If she ever became cold-hearted and frozen-lunged, no matter how much he begged and pleaded for her to stay, she would never spare him another glance.

Shen Qianyu held the person tightly. Only after a long while did he hum once with pleasure.

Song Wan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as she embraced the man’s somewhat tense and stiff body, yet in her heart arose the same tender affection she felt when doting on Golden Silk Tiger.

The two held each other quietly until near the hour of Hai, when Shen Qianyu finally took his leave from Song Wan, turning back to look at her with every three steps.

The moment he released her hand, he felt an emptiness throughout his entire body.

“Wan’er will stand here watching over Your Highness.”

Song Wan held the palace lantern standing at the courtyard gate of Laiyi Pavilion. Shen Qianyu nodded and walked forward a few steps before turning back to look at her.

The palace lantern’s yellow glow couldn’t illuminate very far. Shen Qianyu couldn’t even make out the expression on Song Wan’s face clearly. But just thinking that she stood behind him made Shen Qianyu feel warmth in his heart.

“Wan’er, you should go back. The wind outside is cool.”

“Your Highness should return quickly. Once Your Highness returns, this consort will return as well.”

The young woman’s soft voice carried a smile. Shen Qianyu murmured a sound of acknowledgment before finally leaving.

When he returned to the Eastern Palace, he saw Wan Xiao lying on a wooden chair in the courtyard with a wooden expression, seemingly pondering something. He hadn’t even noticed Shen Qianyu’s arrival.

Shen Qianyu moved close to him, frowning. “Why did you go bully a young lady today?”

“This subordinate did not bully the young lady.”

Shen Qianyu clicked his tongue. “Those little tricks of yours might fool naive young ladies, but not others.”

Wan Xiao sat up with a bitter smile. “This subordinate checked Jinshu’s records today. She comes from Baoding Prefecture.”

“Does she have a connection to you?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

After speaking, Wan Xiao lay back down with an expression suggesting life held no meaning.

Wan Xiao’s original family also came from Baoding Prefecture, and his household had been wealthy since childhood—a famous local wealthy gentry family.

Shen Qianyu only knew that Wan Xiao’s family had offended Duan Yiting, and their entire household had been confiscated by him. Not only had the man seized the family’s wealth, he had also thrown Wan Xiao and several of his cousins into the palace.

Wan Xiao’s original surname wasn’t Wan either. This surname Wan came from when he first entered the palace and, seeking to preserve his life, had taken a eunuch steward as his godfather.

Shen Qianyu stood beside him for a moment, then raised his hand to pat his shoulder. A true man could swallow down even the bitterest suffering. He needed no comfort, nor was there any comfort to be given.

If Wan Xiao wanted to speak, he would naturally do so on his own. Shen Qianyu rose and returned to his sleeping quarters.

After entering his chambers, Ji Rong came to serve him in changing clothes. When only the final inner garment remained, Ji Rong respectfully withdrew.

Seeing the person leave, Shen Qianyu shed his clothing and dove headfirst into the white jade pool.

If in the past the scars on his body had only made Shen Qianyu feel they were eyesores, now it could be said he detested them. If not for these wounds covering his body, he could have stayed overnight at Laiyi Pavilion today instead of having to separate from Wan’er.

The more he thought about it, the more vexed he became. After hastily washing up, Shen Qianyu grabbed a piece of bright yellow soft silk and wrapped it around his waist before emerging from the pool.

Ji Rong had already prepared the moisturizing balm and placed it nearby. Shen Qianyu picked it up, removed the porcelain stopper, and furrowed his brows slightly. How much of this thing should he use?

After brief consideration, he reached in and directly scooped out more than half the jar to smear on his body. A thick layer of sticky paste clung to his skin. Shen Qianyu sat at the pool’s edge with furrowed brows, waiting irritably.

The balm was refreshing and emitted a faint tea fragrance. After smelling it for a long time, however, Shen Qianyu felt an unbearable headache.

Only after the entire pool of warm water had thoroughly cooled did he wash himself clean again and walk to the bronze mirror.

“Tch, seeking fame through deception.”

What moisturizing balm—it showed not the slightest bit of effect.

Feeling rather sullen, he placed the item in his hand aside. Shen Qianyu pulled the covers over his head and fell into a deep sleep.

Early the next morning, Wan Xiao had already returned to normal, as if yesterday’s dejected state had never existed.

“Someone sent something for Your Highness to Cuiwei Tower. The people from Dong Chang delivered it into the palace yesterday.”

Taking the secret letter, Shen Qianyu looked at the unique marking on it and raised his eyebrows slightly. He opened the letter to find only two characters: Ning River.

“Burn it.”

Handing the letter in his hand to Wan Xiao, the latter glanced over it and asked in confusion, “What does this mean?”

Shen Qianyu said, “The Nanqing envoy delegation has arrived at Ning River.”

“The Nanqing envoy delegation? Nanqing is coming to visit?”

Wan Xiao frowned. “How could this be so sudden? The court has received no news.”

“I don’t know.”

Answering indifferently, Shen Qianyu went to attend the morning court session.

Throughout the entire day, he maintained a listless appearance. Only when he went to Changxin Palace in the evening to meet Song Wan did he finally show some traces of a smile.

“Was Your Highness in low spirits today?”

“Did something happen?”

The two walked hand in hand through the palace. Song Wan tried several times to withdraw her hand but failed each time, and could only let him have his way in the end.

However, whenever she occasionally encountered eunuchs or palace maids, she still couldn’t help but instinctively try to pull her hand back. Yet the more she did this, the tighter Shen Qianyu held on, leaving Song Wan truly helpless.

Shen Qianyu was just pondering in his mind whether or not to tell her about Nanqing’s visit when he saw someone hurrying in the direction of Yanqing Palace.

When they stopped walking, the three came face to face.

Shen Qianyu’s expression became solemn, yet Jiang Xingjian’s gaze fell in astonishment upon the clasped hands of the two people before him.

Chapter 178: Pregnant Again
The three stood in confrontation. Neither Shen Qianyu nor Jiang Xingjian spoke. Song Wan gently moved the hand that the Crown Prince still gripped tightly in his palm and extracted it.

“Greetings to the Marquis of Chengyang.”

She curtsied in salutation, her tone calm and indifferent, without even much inflection. Yet hearing it in Jiang Xingjian’s heart was like thunder on flat ground, catching him completely off guard.

How could this be? How could Song Wan have entered the palace and moreover be mixed up together with the Crown Prince?

“You…”

He had just begun to speak when he saw Song Wan wearing the blue bird hairpin on her head that symbolized the position of Chenghui.

“The Song family sent you into the palace?”

Jiang Xingjian spoke with difficulty. His mind and heart were a complete blank—for a moment he couldn’t think of anything else at all.

These past several days, the entire Chengyang Marquis Estate had been busy with matters surrounding the Fifth Prince’s early death. He had no mind to care about what happened in the outside world. Recalling these past days the court ministers’ half-smiling scrutinizing gazes, or others’ expressions of wanting to speak but stopping themselves, Jiang Xingjian suddenly felt a surge of anger.

Everyone under heaven knew, yet only he remained ignorant.

Jiang Xingjian raised his eyes to stare at Shen Qianyu, his eyes full of cold glints. Thinking about it now, when Jiang Yan held his funeral rites, the Crown Prince had used a false name to come to the estate to offer incense. Whether he recognized Jiang Yan’s true or false identity was difficult to say, but he had set his sights on Song Wan back then—that was the truth!

If he had no feelings for Song Wan, how could he have spoken words telling him to treat his new wife well?

Clenching his fists tightly, Jiang Xingjian ground his teeth in furious resentment. After composing himself for a long while, he finally spat out, “That day at your suburban residence, was it the Crown Prince hidden in the kitchen?”

With these words spoken, both Shen Qianyu and Song Wan’s expressions became somewhat unnatural. Though the two of them had not harbored any other intentions at that time and were completely innocent, worldly matters were such—suspicious circumstances in melon fields and under plum trees could not be explained away, especially to someone like Jiang Xingjian who had already formed his conclusions.

Moreover, in others’ eyes it would only appear as clever sophistry, making things darker with each attempt at explanation.

Song Wan said nothing else and openly admitted it. “It was indeed the Crown Prince without doubt.”

A fishy sweetness surged up in his throat. Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together tightly, unwilling to speak. After a long while, he swallowed down a mouthful of heart’s blood mixed with bitterness and hatred, sneering coldly at their shamelessness and utter lack of integrity.

“You…”

Shen Qianyu had just begun when Song Wan grasped his hand. Curtsying once more in salute to Jiang Xingjian, Song Wan indicated for Shen Qianyu to leave.

No matter how great his anger, it couldn’t overcome Song Wan’s wishes. Shen Qianyu fell silent for a moment, then glared furiously at Jiang Xingjian before departing with Song Wan in his embrace.

After the two had walked quite far, Shen Qianyu remained sullen and displeased.

“You’ve been wronged.”

Song Wan didn’t understand. “Why does Your Highness suddenly bring this up?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head, yet thought in his heart that he wanted to quickly elevate his Wan’er to the position of Empress.

Seeing his expression hadn’t cleared, Song Wan said gently, “No need to pay attention to others. As long as Your Highness knows what kind of person this consort is, that’s sufficient. Why be hurt and angered by others’ words?”

Lightly patting the back of Shen Qianyu’s hand, the two slowly returned to Laiyi Pavilion.

Meanwhile, Jiang Xingjian stood frozen in place long after the two had departed, still unable to come back to his senses.

“Marquis, Marquis, what are you standing here for? You must quickly go persuade Her Ladyship. Her Ladyship is in a bad way.”

A young eunuch from Yanqing Palace hurried forward to urge him. Jiang Xingjian forcefully suppressed his anger under the pretense of straightening his clothing. Only after a long while did he enter Yanqing Palace.

In the sleeping quarters, Jiang Man was kneeling on the ground, surrounded by over a dozen wine pots and jars. The entire room reeked of alcohol, making Jiang Xingjian even more irritable.

“Your Ladyship, please stop harming your precious body.”

Seizing the wine cup from Jiang Man’s hand, Jiang Xingjian flung it aside.

“Heh heh heh…”

A hoarse, grating sound arose. Jiang Man fixed a pair of fierce eyes on him and shrieked, “What about that wretch’s life! This palace ordered you to chop off that wretch’s head. You dare disobey orders?”

“Jiang Yi, you have such audacity.”

Curving her already shattered and broken fingernails, Jiang Man gathered all her body’s hatred and clawed toward Jiang Xingjian’s eyes.

“Have you gone mad?”

Pushing her away with one hand, Jiang Xingjian’s eyes were bloodshot. “I’m in as much pain as Elder Sister over Qianshu’s early death, but Elder Sister detests herself, regrets not fulfilling a mother’s responsibilities—why must you redirect your resentment at others?”

“The Fifth Prince did indeed die because of items the Lin family sent into the palace, but when it comes down to it, does Qianshu’s death truly have no connection to you?”

“Elder Sister, even if you’ve gone mad, at least leave the Chengyang Marquis Estate a way out.”

Previously with Shen Qianshu alive, the Chengyang Marquis Estate possessed a broad road leading straight to great heights. Now that this heavenly road had been cut short midway, he had to reconsider other routes for the Chengyang Marquis Estate.

Lin Jiayue could not die.

Jiang Xingjian pulled Jiang Man up from the ground and said in a deep voice, “In the past, the Chengyang Marquis Estate paved the way for Qianshu and Elder Sister until all its enterprises showed signs of decline and desolation. Forgive Yi’er’s inadequacy—I cannot continue letting Elder Sister drag down the estate.”

“You must leave Mother and the thousand-plus mouths in the household a way to live.”

Having finished speaking, Jiang Xingjian turned and swept his sleeves as he departed. Jiang Man looked at his retreating figure and began crying hysterically.

Trampling over the sounds of sorrowful weeping, Jiang Xingjian left the imperial palace.

Returning to the Chengyang Marquis Estate, as if possessed by ghosts and spirits, he walked to Longxiang Studio where Song Wan had lived during her widowhood.

Before the Buddhist shrine in Longxiang Studio knelt a person. That person’s back was slender and graceful, her waist straight. Without seeing her face, one could glimpse her devout sincerity.

Jiang Xingjian leaned against the doorway, only feeling the figure before his eyes transform into Song Wan, turning back to give him a faint smile.

“Elder Brother Xingjian.”

Lin Jiayue turned around, her features carrying faint sorrow and compassion between her brows and eyes. Jiang Xingjian’s heart trembled—he only felt that now, she was becoming increasingly unfamiliar.

The young woman moved with light lotus steps, her waist and spine straight, her steps as if measured with precision.

“You’ve returned? Yue’er stewed tonic soup for you earlier. Let me bring it to you.”

Turning to leave Longxiang Studio, Lin Jiayue smiled faintly as she headed toward the small kitchen. Before long, Qianbi and Qinghong helped her carry back soup and dishes.

“Elder Brother Xingjian, you were in the palace so long you must be hungry. Come have some hot soup.”

“Though it’s spring, the night wind is still cool. It’s good to warm your body.”

Jiang Xingjian sat down and took the soup bowl from Lin Jiayue’s hands. However, he had no appetite at all. The inexplicable stuffiness and anger in his chest filled his stomach to bursting, pushing until all his internal organs ached.

Lin Jiayue sat beside him, asking carefully, “Is it not to your taste? If not, I’ll have them exchange it.”

Jiang Xingjian shook his head and dismissed Qianbi and the others.

“Today… when I entered the palace, I encountered Song Wan.”

Lin Jiayue’s round eyes widened slightly. “No wonder you have such an expression.”

“She entered the palace to become the Crown Prince’s Chenghui.”

Only with this statement did Lin Jiayue’s eyes widen fully. That person Song Wan… had actually entered the palace?

“Heh…”

She tilted her head back in delicate laughter, actually laughing until tears came. For someone like Song Wan, so aloof and proud, to also have no choice but to submit herself to the palace as a lowly Chenghui—this wretched world truly left women no way to live.

She laughed and laughed, soft light flowing in her eyes. Fixing a pair of eyes full of seductive charm on him, Lin Jiayue said, “Elder Brother Xingjian, Yue’er has good news to tell you.”

Bringing her face close to his, Lin Jiayue’s tone was honeyed. “Elder Brother Xingjian, Yue’er’s monthly flow didn’t come this month. During the day I had the estate physician take my pulse, and he said Yue’er is with child.”

“Are you happy, Elder Brother Xingjian? Our child has returned to us.”

Chapter 179: The Envoy Delegation
Jiang Xingjian looked at her expression that seemed both crying and laughing, her features containing both restraint and a faint trace of madness showing through. He raised his hand to touch her face.

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry, Jiayue.”

Hearing these words, Lin Jiayue laughed foolishly. “Elder Brother Xingjian, you have nothing to be sorry for.”

Grasping the hand Jiang Xingjian had placed against her face, Lin Jiayue said, “It’s Yue’er who loves you.”

Gently nuzzling the palm pressed against her cheek, only then did Lin Jiayue smile and open her eyes to inquire, “Elder Brother Xingjian, I’m carrying your child again.”

She extended her slender palm to gently caress Jiang Xingjian’s face, her eyes containing an incomprehensible fervor. The heart that had become numb and crazed from being suppressed for so long now beat frantically. Lin Jiayue hoped Jiang Xingjian would say, “Be good, we don’t want this child.”

She wanted him to personally abort his own flesh and blood again—to abort his last and only child in this lifetime.

“Elder Brother Xingjian, our child has come to find us.”

Pressing the man’s palm against her lower abdomen, the young woman’s tone was ethereal. “The estate physician said you can’t feel his presence yet, but in two more months, he’ll be as big as our first child was.”

“Elder Brother Xingjian, do you think he’ll be a boy or a girl?”

Jiang Xingjian looked at her, his gaze profound and deep. He seemed to see in Lin Jiayue the appearance of Song Wan from years ago—how she had unhesitatingly stabbed him and angrily severed their relationship.

They had originally been childhood sweethearts, young lovers. Where exactly had things gone wrong to make Song Wan like this, to make Lin Jiayue also like this?

Jiang Xingjian’s heart throbbed with pain. He took Lin Jiayue’s hand and said warmly, “I hope it’s a boy.”

“The Chengyang Marquis Estate lacks heirs. If it’s a boy, I can teach him to take the battlefield like grandfather, to establish meritorious service and build a career.”

“If it’s a boy, you can teach him ingenious skills and techniques, formulas for firearms and weapons.”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue’s expression twisted for an instant, but she quickly smiled again. “Elder Brother Xingjian is right. Our child will certainly be outstanding, will certainly be invincible.”

She buried her head in the man’s embrace, concealing the disdain in her eyes. He spoke so beautifully, but she wasn’t afraid. She was waiting for the day when Jiang Xingjian would use underhanded tactics again.

This time she would make him watch with his own eyes as his progeny was cut off before him. She wanted to make him hurt. She wanted to make it so that for the rest of his life, whenever Jiang Xingjian saw an infant, he would feel pain like knife cuts, unable to catch his breath.

The two embraced together, appearing sweet. Jiang Xingjian gently stroked Lin Jiayue’s thin, delicate back, yet his thoughts drifted he knew not where.

“Elder Brother Xingjian should attend to his business first. Yue’er will go to Longxiang Studio to read and calm my mind.”

After tidying away the bowls and chopsticks, Lin Jiayue walked out of the room. The moment she stepped outside, the smile on her face gradually stiffened. Expressionless, she went to the small Buddhist hall in Longxiang Studio.

“All evil attachments depend on the view of self. If one separates from self, then there are no evil attachments…”

She picked up the scripture Song Wan had left behind and recited it over and over until her voice became hoarse and she could no longer speak half a sentence.

Behind the shrine in the small Buddhist hall were placed four nameless memorial tablets. Before the newest one was offered a ceramic doll the size of a palm.

Lin Jiayue held it in her palm, sobbing uncontrollably.

“I didn’t mean to…”

“No, I did mean to.”

“It’s I who wronged you…”

The ceramic gradually warmed from her body heat in her palm. Lin Jiayue bit her teeth and knelt before the small Buddhist hall, sometimes laughing maniacally, sometimes weeping in pain.

She had thought of harming Shen Qianshu’s life, yet she couldn’t bring herself to be so ruthless. She had sent many dangerous things into the palace and had thought that perhaps one day the small Fifth Prince might lose his life because of those things, but…

But she…

Lin Jiayue bit her lip, both hating herself and feeling extreme self-loathing. She hated that she couldn’t achieve perfect goodness to forgive Jiang Xingjian for personally forcing her to kill their flesh and blood. She was also disgusted that she couldn’t possess a heart of great evil to disregard innocent lives.

She hated her mediocrity and also hated her own incompetence.

Lin Jiayue lay supine on the ground, biting her lip tightly as silent tears flowed. Day after day she could feel the pain of her soul separating from her flesh, as well as the despair of greed, anger, and the five aggregates knotted together with no way to resolve them.

Jiang Xing sat on the corridor of Longxiang Studio. Through the door that hadn’t been tightly closed, the wind carried out faint sounds of painful lament. She looked on with sadness filling her eyes, yet was powerless to help.

She knew Auntie Lin didn’t want her to see her crazed appearance, yet she truly wasn’t at ease leaving her alone to struggle in suffering.

The night wind blew continuously. Jiang Xing gathered up her wind-scattered hair and continued sitting in her original spot with gentle dignity.

“Little Xingxing, you came to keep me company?”

“Sister Yue.”

Jiang Xing stood up and extended her hand toward Lin Jiayue, whose face was full of smiles.

Lin Jiayue grasped her hand and gently rubbed it. “So cold—are you frozen?”

“Xing’er isn’t cold. It’s you who’s dressed too thinly.”

“It looks thin, but I have a cotton-lined inner garment underneath.”

Holding Jiang Xing’s hand, they walked from Longxiang Studio back to Xiuyan Pavilion. The two even made some ornamental knots together before each returning to their rooms.

As the sky grew late, the lights in various quarters of the Chengyang Marquis Estate were gradually extinguished. Yet Shen Qianyu still sat in Laiyi Pavilion like a rock, with not the slightest intention of wanting to leave.

It wasn’t that he harbored any improper thoughts today, but rather that the matter of the Nanqing envoy delegation’s visit left him not knowing how to broach the subject.

Song Wan seemed to also see that he had something he wanted to say, so she sat quietly to the side, waiting for Shen Qianyu to speak. She neither rushed nor inquired. Her gentle, mild manner strangely calmed Shen Qianyu’s restless heart.

After thinking for a moment, he grasped Song Wan’s hand in his palm and said sullenly, “I received a secret letter. The Nanqing envoy delegation is coming to Dongning.”

“Nanqing?”

Song Wan frowned, truly having no good impression of this nation that loved killing and plundering. Nanqing’s military forces were formidable, and whether men or women, all could take to the battlefield. They not only loved war but also loved killing and plundering. It was said that the only one who could repel Nanqing’s border troops was Prince Sucheng, who had died early in the succession struggle.

Forty years ago, the war between Dongning and Nanqing had severely injured both nations’ vitality. What made Dongning people even more contemptuous was that battle had directly broken Emperor Wenhui’s backbone.

These years, Emperor Wenhui had reached the point of changing color at the mention of Nanqing. If not for this, back then he wouldn’t have made the decision to send the Crown Prince to Nanqing as a hostage.

“No wonder Your Highness was troubled today. So this is why.”

Gently squeezing Shen Qianyu’s palm, Song Wan softly comforted him. “Does Your Highness have some concerns about Nanqing? If Your Highness is willing, you may speak of it to Wan’er.”

“There’s nothing I’m unwilling to say.”

Shen Qianyu’s tone was calm. “The Nanqing imperial family are mostly lustful and debauched, from the national ruler down to princes and princesses alike.”

“The old Nanqing ruler had one son and one daughter. It’s not that he only fathered these two, but rather that only these two did he acknowledge as his own.”

“The new Nanqing ruler, Qin Zhan, was born to the old ruler and the empress, while the princess was born to the old ruler and Nanqing’s Lady Lianyi.”

Song Wan’s eyes widened. After a long while, she furrowed her brows and said, “If Wan’er remembers correctly, Lady Lianyi is the old Nanqing ruler’s…”

Shen Qianyu said, “Blood aunt.”

Due to extreme shock, Shen Qianyu saw the expression in her eyes slowly become unfocused, as if she was trying hard to regain her senses to say something in response to him.

Embracing her, Shen Qianyu snorted with laughter. “I didn’t want to speak of it, fearing it would dirty your ears.”

His Wan’er was intelligent but too rule-abiding. She simply didn’t know that in this world there existed human hells as laughably extreme and hatefully extreme as the Nanqing imperial family.

After thinking, Shen Qianyu said, “Qin Rao is the biological daughter of these two. She…”

Thinking of Qin Rao, the man’s words paused, as if pondering where to begin speaking from.

Chapter 180: Caress
After thinking for a moment, Shen Qianyu slowly began to speak.

“I don’t know if it’s because Qin Rao is a product of impropriety that she attracted divine punishment, leaving her without knowledge or sensation since childhood.”

“I once saw with my own eyes her walking barefoot through a palace hall covered in shattered glass, blood flowing freely along the way, yet she showed no reaction whatsoever.”

Hearing this, Song Wan was somewhat shocked. She had never heard of such a person existing.

“She cannot perceive anything. Having no pain, she likely also cannot feel pleasure.”

“But for some unknown reason, after Qin Rao reached the age of hairpinning, she took in countless bedchamber guests. When I left Nanqing, she was even sleeping in the same sleeping quarters as Qin Zhan.”

Song Wan blinked, her cheeks flushing crimson. This Nanqing imperial family was truly… truly depraved and filthy beyond measure.

Not knowing what he remembered, Shen Qianyu sneered. “Qin Zhan is also mad—cruel by nature yet extremely doting toward this blood sister of his. Because Qin Rao was born with defects, she often took pleasure in tormenting others. Not long after I arrived in Nanqing, I witnessed her heating iron stools red-hot and forcing palace maids to sit on them.”

“I still remember the sounds of flesh searing that rang out after those palace maids sat down.”

Seeing Song Wan’s brows knitted tightly, Shen Qianyu raised his hand to gently cover her ears.

“Forget it. Why speak of such things to you?”

“I want to hear.”

Song Wan covered the man’s palm with her hand and smiled. “I want to hear, and I want to know what kind of life Your Highness lived during those years in Nanqing.”

“Whether bitter or sweet, Wan’er wants to know.”

Her face carried a gentle smile, her voice as soft and gentle as water. Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but hum softly in response.

“If Wan’er wants to hear, I’ll speak of it.”

Moved to his very core by Song Wan’s words that she wanted to know about his past, Shen Qianyu drew her into his embrace, his tone unconsciously softening.

“Qin Zhan dotes greatly on this sister and has never cared what she does. The female officials and palace maids in Nanqing’s palace were originally daughters of official families, but later on so many died that gradually no one was willing to send daughters into the palace, so the maids were selected from the common people.”

“Women from common families… their circumstances were even more dire.”

“Sitting on iron plates, lying on branding irons, being scalded with boiling water—such things were enacted daily in Nanqing’s rear palace. At that time, I felt that above Nanqing’s imperial palace pervaded nothing but the resentful energy of those who died unjustly.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together. Only after a long while did she say, “I fear that Qin Rao wanted to use this to feel others’ pain—watching others in unbearable agony, as if she too could feel it.”

Shen Qianyu nodded. “Perhaps so.”

“Did she ever harm you?”

When the Crown Prince had lived precariously under the identity of Ji Rong, she had seen the scars deep into bone on his hands and feet. Thinking about it now, eighty to ninety percent were likely related to this Qin Rao.

Song Wan lowered her eyes, concealing the disgust within them. One without a heart of compassion is not human. This person Qin Rao was worse than pigs and rats.

When she raised her head again, she wrapped her arms around Shen Qianyu’s waist and murmured softly, “She hurt Your Highness too, didn’t she?”

Shen Qianyu hesitated for a moment. He didn’t know whether he should tell Song Wan about the suffering he had once endured.

As a grown man, he didn’t really think much of it, and he couldn’t remember much of those long-past events anyway. However, Song Wan wanted to understand him, and he also wanted to reveal all of himself to her.

Some things she would know sooner or later.

Shen Qianyu picked her up and walked to the canopy bed in the room that he had never dared look at more than once.

Song Wan was somewhat surprised. Before she could feel embarrassed, she saw him dismiss Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others.

“There’s something you should know.”

She sat on the edge of the bed. Shen Qianyu crouched halfway before Song Wan, grasping her hand and placing it inside his clothing.

The man’s skin carried a burning temperature. Song Wan’s fingertips moved slightly, feeling the rises and falls of uneven scars beneath her fingertips.

As she touched them, she suddenly paused.

“Do you want to look?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together. After a moment, she nodded.

Shen Qianyu stood up. The man’s tall frame enveloped her in shadow. Song Wan watched as he reached to his waist and untied the bright yellow sash.

His clothing slipped down, revealing his lean, muscular torso covered entirely in scars. A long scar ran from his left shoulder to his waist and abdomen—who knew what had gouged out this mark—fine, neat, and of similar lengths. On his shoulder was also branded a large character for “slave.”

Song Wan only felt as if someone had tightly gripped the tip of her heart. The pain made her instinctively cover her chest.

“Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu faced away from her, his voice carrying a faint nasal tone. “Are you afraid?”

Song Wan shook her head but couldn’t make a single sound. The man couldn’t hear her response and turned around anxiously. Only when he crouched down did he discover tears welling in Song Wan’s eyes.

“Does it hurt?”

The young woman extended her soft palm, stroking the scars on his shoulder again and again. A tingling sensation spread from the depths of his heart throughout his entire body. Shen Qianyu’s body trembled violently—his legs nearly went weak, almost causing him to collapse to the ground.

“Don’t… don’t do that.”

His face turned red, his words faltering.

Song Wan was still feeling heartache. Seeing him like this, only a few words floated through her mind: he’s still in pain.

“Let me touch them. Do they still hurt now?”

The gentle caress fell upon his shoulder. Shen Qianyu wrapped his arms around Song Wan’s waist and carried her onto the canopy bed. As if resigned to fate, he lay on his side next to her, adopting an appearance of letting her touch and look as she pleased.

However, he kept his face turned away, not daring to meet Song Wan’s gaze.

Song Wan paid him no mind, focusing intently on carefully examining the scars on his body. From his shoulder to his waist, she carefully stroked every inch.

Her heart ached more and more. She even began to hate Qin Rao, whom she had never met.

The young woman’s soft fingertips traced across the man’s lean back. Shen Qianyu’s body grew increasingly rigid, until his taut flesh became like an iron plate. Only then did Song Wan come slightly back to her senses.

She withdrew her hand. As she separated from the emotions of heartache and anger intertwined, heat slowly crept across her face.

“I’m sorry.”

With rationality returning, years of upbringing made her feel ashamed to face the current situation. Song Wan covered her face and struggled to sit up.

“Don’t.”

Shen Qianyu turned over to circle her beneath his arms, then pulled her into his embrace. The two pressed closely together. Shen Qianyu mumbled, “Wan’er, touch me more.”

“…”

Song Wan’s face exploded in crimson as she too became flustered and at a loss.

She wanted to get up. Shen Qianyu was unwilling to give up their moment of intimacy, but his arm had just instinctively moved when he quickly restrained himself and let go. He feared Song Wan wouldn’t like it.

Song Wan sat up, not daring to turn back to look at the bare man.

“Won’t Wan’er touch me anymore?”

The man lay on the bedding, his tone full of regret and reluctance.

Song Wan turned her head. Seeing his eyes full of pleading, she truly couldn’t help but laugh aloud with flushed cheeks.

“Your Highness…”

“Mm.”

He hummed with ambiguous meaning, staring at Song Wan without blinking. She sighed helplessly, her eyes showing several traces of indulgence as she bent down to gently stroke the Crown Prince’s cheek. After thinking for a moment, she lowered her head and lightly placed a shallow kiss upon that glaring brand of the character for “slave.”

Shen Qianyu trembled violently and suddenly turned over to pin Song Wan beneath him.

“Wan’er…”

“Mm?”

Shen Qianyu stared into Song Wan’s eyes. Seeing them filled entirely with the young woman’s tender affection, his heart grew sweet. He too lowered his head and pressed his kiss upon the lips he had longed for.

Chapter 181: The Visit
They embraced tightly, their hearts pounding so loudly that both felt their strength drain away, their hands and feet going soft.

“Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu lowered his head, his eyes full of earnest longing as he muttered, “Back then, Qin Rao once threw me into the mastiff fighting arena…”

“The mastiff dogs injured me here.”

He took Song Wan’s hand and placed it on his lower back, gently tracing over the scar that had healed years ago.

Song Wan’s face filled with understanding as she smiled, “Wan’er will blow on it for Your Highness. A gentle blow and it won’t hurt anymore.”

“Hmph.”

Shen Qianyu let out a light snort, as if protesting that she was being too perfunctory.

He buried his head against Song Wan’s neck, his voice tinged with grievance, “She also once tied me up in the stables and left me lying in the snow all night.”

Song Wan touched his ear, gently rubbing it, “Your Highness must have been so cold then?”

“It was manageable. What’s one night in the snow for a real man? I’ve endured even harsher conditions.”

Lifting her arms to embrace the aggrieved Crown Prince, Song Wan’s heart had long since melted into a puddle.

The more she spent time with the Crown Prince, the more her heart ached for him.

She even wished she could constantly keep him warm and hold him in her arms.

No one in the world knew what he had endured. Song Wan thought that if she hadn’t asked today, perhaps he would never speak of these things again in his lifetime.

She couldn’t help but wrap her arms around his neck and lean forward to gently kiss his cheek.

“Wan’er…”

“Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu held her firmly in his embrace, the grievance in his eyes gradually replaced by ambition. His eyes grew thick with desire as he lowered his head and asked hoarsely by Song Wan’s ear, “Do you… find me distasteful?”

Did she find his body, his experiences, or even his humble and base struggle to survive distasteful?

He wanted to ask but momentarily didn’t know how to begin, ultimately reducing it to just four words.

Though his words were incomplete, Song Wan had already glimpsed his true meaning.

She pinched Shen Qianyu’s ear lobe, which had turned so red it seemed to burn her fingertips, and smiled gently, “I don’t.”

“Then I… then I…”

With trembling hands, Shen Qianyu removed a golden hairpin from Song Wan’s hair.

She neither stopped nor dodged. The man stared into her eyes and removed the temple ornament from her hair as well.

Song Wan still said nothing, only watched Shen Qianyu’s actions with a smile.

The man carefully removed all her hair ornaments and leaned close to her ear, saying, “If you don’t find me distasteful, this prince is about to commit a great transgression.”

Song Wan covered her face, laughing helplessly. Shen Qianyu laughed along with her, his eyes disappearing into crescents.

When she had laughed herself weak, Shen Qianyu reached toward the dark tresses scattered across her fair skin, solemnly taking a lock and twining it with his own hair.

His gaze was serious, his movements gentle as he patiently tied them together again and again.

However, their hair was too smooth and wouldn’t stay intertwined.

Song Wan watched as the man’s expression shifted from reverent to panicked. She smiled and sat up, taking both their strands of hair from his hands and binding them together using the technique for making decorative knots.

“This way it’s very secure. It absolutely won’t come loose.”

The man let out a low, pleased laugh and pulled her back beneath him.

Shen Qianyu gazed at Song Wan, his heart swelling.

After looking for a long while, he finally mustered the courage to lower his head and unfasten the pearl clasp at her neck.

The young woman’s skin was delicate and fair as cream. Shen Qianyu lowered his head and leaned close.

Song Wan shyly closed her eyes.

“…”

Warm liquid dripped onto her face. Song Wan opened her eyes in confusion, only to see blood streaming from Shen Qianyu’s nose.

“Your Highness?”

Startled, she quickly pushed away the dazed man covering his nose and grabbed a handkerchief that had fallen by the bed to wipe it for him.

“Should I summon the imperial physician?”

Shen Qianyu hurriedly shook his head, “No need, no need.”

Wan’er most likely didn’t understand this matter, but he did. If the imperial physician found out, what face would he have left in the future?

“I’m fine, truly fine.”

As he spoke, Song Wan’s handkerchief gradually turned crimson. Her heart filled with alarm and she was about to get out of bed when she was pulled back painfully by their hair bound together.

“Wan’er, don’t rush, don’t rush.”

Hastily wiping his nose, Shen Qianyu looked utterly dejected, though he pulled her back into his arms, his face burning with embarrassment.

“Your Highness is truly all right?”

“Wan’er, please don’t ask.”

He was truly too ashamed to answer.

Song Wan took the handkerchief and gently wiped for him. Only after the bleeding had stopped for quite a while did she feel relieved.

Shen Qianyu carried Song Wan to the washing stand to clean their hands and faces, then carried her back to the canopy bed.

He didn’t want to be separated from Song Wan for even a moment.

“Wan’er, may I stay at Laiyi Pavilion tonight?”

“Your Highness may stay wherever you wish.”

“But are you willing, Wan’er?”

Shen Qianyu said sullenly, “If Wan’er is unwilling, I’ll return…”

“Wan’er is willing.”

She laughed softly, her heart full of tender affection and acceptance.

Tucking her into the bedding, Shen Qianyu nimbly slipped in as well. Holding Song Wan, he couldn’t help but let his thoughts wander again.

The man used his fingertips to carefully trace Song Wan’s features, feeling that nothing was sufficient to express the love in his heart.

The two embraced intimately. Shen Qianyu pulled off her outer robe and was about to go further when a commotion approached from far away in the palace.

Heng Zhi stood outside the door, gently knocking, “Your Highness, Chenghui, something has happened in the palace.”

Shen Qianyu’s brows furrowed tightly. He lay motionless under the covers without making a sound, but Song Wan hurriedly pushed him.

“Your Highness must not delay important matters.”

The man lifted his head dejectedly and obediently got up without daring to show the slightest reluctance.

Taking silver scissors from the sewing basket, Shen Qianyu carefully cut apart their intertwined hair and tucked it carefully into his breast. Only then did he turn to help Song Wan put on her outer robe.

Just as he was doing so, Heng Zhi urgently called from outside, “Crown Prince, Your Highness, the Empress has passed away.”

“The Empress has passed away?”

Song Wan frowned slightly, while Shen Qianyu was as if struck by lightning.

The Empress had passed away!

He had only just gotten intimate with Wan’er, and the Empress died neither sooner nor later, but right now?

As if perceiving his thoughts, Song Wan shook her head slightly.

“With the Empress’s passing, Your Highness as Crown Prince must make offerings at the Imperial Ancestral Temple and hold ceremonies at the mortuary hall.”

“Moreover, for the three days of suspended court, someone must be dispatched to organize the officials’ ceremonies at the Meridian Gate and Zhongshan. There are many matters that will keep you busy. Your Highness should go quickly.”

Song Wan raised her hand and gently stroked the brand marking him as a slave on his shoulder, “It’s only skin and flesh. Your Highness need not mind it.”

Physical pain could be endured, but if it burned into his heart, that would not do.

Before long, Heng Zhi reported that Ji Rong requested an audience. Song Wan pushed the still sullen Shen Qianyu, “Ji Rong must have brought the mourning garments. I’ll help Your Highness change.”

Receiving the mourning clothes from Ji Rong, Song Wan helped him dress while carefully instructing, “The mourning garments must be worn for twenty-seven days. After removing them, plain clothes must still be worn for a hundred days. Your Highness must pay attention to your undergarments and shoes and socks, and not give others grounds for criticism in this matter.”

“Your Highness, remember…”

Song Wan carefully instructed him while Shen Qianyu listened quietly, as if they truly were an ordinary married couple, loving and harmonious, consulting with each other.

After the Crown Prince finished dressing, he quickly departed. Song Wan also had Heng Zhi and Heng Wu replace the red lanterns at Laiyi Pavilion.

The next day at dawn, Shen Qianyu received an imperial edict to make offerings on behalf of Emperor Wenhui at the Meridian Gate, Zhongshan, and other sacred sites.

Having finally finished with the Empress’s funeral, the Nanqing envoy delegation formally submitted a memorial to Emperor Wenhui, saying they wished to visit.

The entire court was shaken, not knowing what Nanqing’s intentions were.

Before Shen Qianyu could even return from Zhongshan, another imperial edict was issued.

The Nanqing envoy delegation had specifically named Shen Qianyu, requesting that he come forth to receive them.

Chapter 182: Gathering Together
“That old fool heard Nanqing’s name and his bones practically turned to jelly from fear.”

His face full of cold displeasure, Shen Qianyu tossed the imperial edict aside. Killing intent floated in his eyes, mixed with three parts vexation.

The Nanqing envoy delegation hadn’t even reached Dongning’s borders yet. Making him go receive them now meant he’d have to leave the capital for several months. How could he bear to be separated from Song Wan at such a time?

The two had only just opened their hearts to each other and were in the depths of passionate affection. Making him leave now was no different from asking for his life.

“Your Highness, please calm yourself.”

Wan Xiao stepped forward to pick up the edict again. “If Chenghui Song learns that Your Highness grew angry during the Empress’s mourning period…”

Shen Qianyu glared at him furiously. Wan Xiao shrugged. “She’ll likely think Your Highness lacks proper decorum.”

“Ridiculous. Would this prince lose his temper over such a trivial matter?”

He snorted coldly. “You’ll travel with me first today. Have the procession welcoming the Nanqing delegation follow behind.”

If he traveled under the Crown Prince’s full ceremonial entourage, he’d probably dawdle for half a year before reaching the border between the two nations.

“This subordinate is to accompany the Crown Prince?”

“You have nothing to do all day anyway. You might as well come with this prince.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu had the eunuchs at his side pack things and prepare to depart.

When Song Wan received news in the palace that Shen Qianyu was leaving, her heart was also quite reluctant. However, she wasn’t one to openly express her emotions, and only had Heng Zhi and Heng Wu work through the night to pack many things and send them to the Zhongshan auxiliary palace.

“Wan’er, come quickly to greet me.”

Having just finished attending to the Crown Prince’s departure, Lu Youjun walked into Laiyi Pavilion wearing mourning garments with her maid, carrying a large bamboo basket. Song Wan went forward to receive her.

“What brings Liangyi Lu here today?”

After having Jinshu take the items, she quickly poured tea for the panting Lu Youjun.

Lu Youjun drank a large gulp before saying in a low voice, “Didn’t the Crown Prince receive an edict to go welcome the Nanqing delegation? The journey will be long and arduous—he probably won’t eat or sleep well.”

“We sisters gathered some things together, thinking you could send them to the Crown Prince along with yours.”

Song Wan nodded. “I’ve also prepared some items here. We can send them together when the time comes.”

Lu Youjun voiced her agreement but looked dispirited.

During the Empress’s mourning period, no livestock could be slaughtered inside or outside the capital for a hundred days, meaning she couldn’t eat meat or drink wine for a long while, and couldn’t even listen to Liangyi Qi play the zither or sing.

This was truly no small torment for her.

Seeing Lu Youjun’s heart full of distress, Song Wan couldn’t help but comfort her. “His Highness has Wan Xiao and Ji Rong looking after him on this journey, so nothing will go wrong. Moreover, though His Highness was a hostage in Nanqing for many years, things are different now. When he encounters those Nanqing people again, he won’t be bullied and humiliated as in the past.”

“You needn’t worry too much.”

“Ah… that’s true indeed.”

Lu Youjun nodded vacantly, embarrassed as she went along with Song Wan’s words and nodded.

Seeing she still looked worried and unhappy, Song Wan said, “The candied hawthorn that Heng Zhi made a few days ago should be ready now. I’ll have her fetch you two jars.”

“How could I impose like this?”

Lu Youjun’s round, plump face reddened as she smiled shyly with pursed lips. “It’s not too much trouble, is it?”

Seeing the layer of pink suffuse the young girl’s tender face, Song Wan couldn’t help but feel fond.

In the Eastern Palace, only Lu Youjun and Zhang Baozhen were younger. The two young ladies had gentle and kind temperaments that greatly pleased Song Wan’s heart, so she always couldn’t help taking extra care of them.

Moreover, she’d heard that recently Lu Youjun’s mother and younger sister had entered the palace and immediately demanded three thousand taels of silver from her. When Lu Youjun couldn’t produce it, they forced her to let Fourth Miss Lu lodge overnight in the Eastern Palace.

The Lu family’s intentions were all too obvious, though their methods were rather unseemly.

Heng Zhi said the Lu family had made quite a commotion for a while, and it was only when Liangdi Shang intervened that the Lu family members were finally sent away.

Song Wan sighed softly, feeling inexplicably melancholy.

The Lu family had decided Lu Youjun couldn’t gain favor and hastily abandoned her. It was truly too cold-hearted.

“Take this candied hawthorn back with you, but don’t be greedy and eat too much.”

Carefully packing the items into a red lacquered wooden carrying box, Song Wan instructed meticulously, “Hawthorn aids digestion and moves stagnant qi, and can strengthen the stomach and widen the diaphragm, but eating too much damages the teeth and causes restlessness and hunger.”

“You tend to have poor digestion. If your spleen and stomach feel uncomfortable, dissolve a few pieces in your mouth or steep them in water.”

Lu Youjun nodded, her heart full of joy.

Only after entering the Eastern Palace had anyone spoken to her with such gentleness. It was truly incomparably better than the Lu residence. When she was at the Lu residence, even the servants loved to gossip about her behind her back, cursing her as crude and stupid.

Lu Youjun said gratefully, “I’ll tell Ying Hong to watch over me so I don’t eat too much.”

The palace maid named Ying Hong nodded and made note of it. Only then did the two leave Laiyi Pavilion.

After seeing them off, Song Wan returned to the study to read.

Her rank was low, so she wasn’t qualified to offer incense to the Empress. Though she could normally visit Liangdi Shang’s quarters when free to drink tea and chat with everyone, now she couldn’t walk about freely and risk violating taboos.

Everyone in the rear palace was stifled like Song Wan for a full twenty-seven days before they could finally wear plain clothes and leave their own quarters to gather with others.

On the very first day they went to Shang Rong’s quarters, the moment the seven women—Liangdi Shang and Wu, Liangyi Qi, Zhao, Zhang, and Lu, plus Song Wan—laid eyes on each other, they all let out long sighs in their hearts.

Somehow, after just a few months together, they had all developed considerable deep affection for one another.

“Has Liangdi Shang not been resting well recently?”

Wu Xixiang inquired gently. As time passed, everyone had grown accustomed to the mark on her face, and now she no longer concealed it, making her much more comfortable than when she was at home.

Shang Rong pressed her chest, her face showing difficulty as she nodded.

With the Empress’s death, the sound of sutra chanting frequently emerged from the palace. She found it vexing and couldn’t rest properly, so during this period her restless irritation had actually made her illness worse.

Seeing this, Qi Qingling grew worried and stepped forward, saying softly, “My grandmother at home also frequently suffered headaches. I learned a massage technique for soothing the meridians. If Liangdi Shang doesn’t mind, shall I give you a massage?”

Everyone knew that years ago Shang Rong had been knocked down and bitten by a wolf at a temple. These chanting sounds must have triggered many unpleasant memories, affecting her rest and causing this condition.

Though Qi Qingling was worried in her heart, she dared not step forward easily because of her six fingers.

But Shang Rong said, “Good child, please do so quickly. This pain has been tormenting me terribly.”

She smiled weakly and lay down on the daybed.

Seeing no disgust in Shang Rong’s expression, Qi Qingling extended her hands and gently massaged her forehead. The several women in the room quietly withdrew, but unwilling to leave entirely, they all sat in the courtyard.

Among them some were literate and some had never studied, so when they gathered together they mostly engaged in casual conversation.

Lu Youjun spoke of eating fried cakes from an alley when she was young. Those fried cakes were crispy on the outside, glutinous inside, fragrant and sweet—the most delicious thing she’d ever eaten.

Wu Xixiang said, “I was my family’s only daughter, but was born with this evil mark on my face, which truly caused my father much trouble. On the day I entered the Eastern Palace, it was the first time I saw Father cry so terribly.”

Song Wan shook her head slightly. “How can a mark carried from the womb be called an evil mark? People love to find excuses to maliciously misinterpret things, or fabricate baseless rumors to vent the evil thoughts in their hearts. It’s truly laughable.”

The thin and withered Zhang Baozhen said upon hearing this, “Exactly, exactly. As if Liangyi Wu’s mark could jump off her face at night and slap the mouths of those who speak such nonsense!”

With several snorts of laughter, everyone covered their mouths and giggled together.

Zhao Nanzhang also laughed, saying, “That’s absolutely right.”

When she came of age, her mother died in childbirth along with the baby. After observing mourning for three years, her grandfather and grandmother also passed away in succession. She was delayed past her marriageable years and was spread about as a demon by the world, yet she hadn’t brought misfortune to anyone since marrying into the Eastern Palace.

The several women exchanged glances and all smiled knowingly.

They only knew that people in the world were ignorant. If they lived according to others’ words, how could they be as comfortable as they were today?

Chapter 183: Longing
As the women were conversing, Jinshu came to report that the eldest young mistress of the Song family had entered the palace and was now preparing to go to Laiyi Pavilion to seek Song Wan.

Upon hearing this, Song Wan rose and went to Changxin Palace to receive Ming Xiang.

Seeing Song Wan, Ming Xiang smiled gently with pursed lips.

She had become increasingly charming, her eyes and brows full of the pampered innocence and tender affection of one thoroughly doted upon. At a glance, Song Wan could tell she was living very happily with her elder brother, and couldn’t help but feel genuinely pleased for them both.

“Greetings, Sister-in-law.”

When the two reached a place with no one around, Song Wan blinked and teased with a smile.

Ming Xiang’s cheeks flushed pink as she gave her a light push. “Such teasing… Sister-in-law deserves a scolding.”

As soon as she spoke, Song Wan noticed Ming Xiang’s speech had become much more fluent. More importantly, she now carried herself openly and gracefully, her dignified manner infused with a young woman’s unique gentle charm, no longer showing the shy timidity of her unmarried days.

Song Wan leaned close to her and said softly, “It seems Elder Brother dotes on Sister-in-law greatly.”

“You… since entering the Eastern Palace… have become much more lively than before.”

“The Crown Prince… also dotes on you.”

The young lady before her blinked, her eyes full of playful teasing. Song Wan’s face suddenly turned red as she looked away.

Ming Xiang guessed she was missing her husband deeply and couldn’t bear to tease further. Entering Laiyi Pavilion, the two finally began conversing more easily.

“I now… speak daily with… the servants in the residence and… my husband. I’ve become… much more practiced.”

Song Wan said, “Sister-in-law’s voice is sweet. You should speak more to delight everyone’s ears.”

“I wonder if Sister-in-law’s household management is going smoothly?”

Ming Xiang nodded. “After Father handed… the household affairs over to me… the steward nannies below… have been cooperative. And with Nanny Song… assisting from the side… I’ve managed quite capably.”

Originally she had thought she might face some difficulties from Madam Song, but unexpectedly Madam Song had not left her room until just before the Empress’s death.

It was only for the Empress’s funeral rites that she entered the palace, her face haggard, to pay her respects.

After Madam Song “recovered from her illness,” she remained silent all day and never interfered with household affairs, which saved Ming Xiang considerable worry.

However, these matters she couldn’t properly discuss with Song Wan.

They were juniors after all, and had no grounds to criticize their elders, so she mentioned it only briefly before moving on.

“I previously… arranged a match for… Song Nian. After the Empress’s mourning… ends, it should be settled.”

“Oh? Which family?”

Ming Xiang smiled faintly. “The Duke Yingguo’s residence.”

Song Wan’s eyes lit up with a smile.

The Duke Yingguo’s residence had many children, including quite a few outstanding young men. Song Nian was legitimate-born and from Song Fu’s branch, so the match must be with a young man from one of Duke Yingguo’s other branches. Though from a collateral line, the person Ming Xiang selected must have an excellent temperament.

Though Song Wan couldn’t claim to have much sisterly affection for Song Yao and Song Nian, she was still happy to see them find good matches.

“He’s my… seventeenth younger brother. He has an excellent temperament.”

Ming Shiqi was born to the fourth branch of Duke Yingguo’s residence. Though from a collateral line, his temperament was steady and his manner humble and gentle—he would certainly get along harmoniously with Song Nian. Moreover, just for her sake, the fourth branch would not look down on Song Nian in the future.

Originally she had thought arranging a legitimate Song family daughter with a collateral branch of Duke Yingguo’s residence would meet with family opposition, but unexpectedly Song Lan’an only asked a few questions before agreeing.

“The person Sister-in-law has chosen will surely be right.”

After conversing a bit more, Ming Xiang made to leave. Song Wan thought for a moment and spoke to detain her. “There are several remarkable women in the Eastern Palace. I wonder if Sister-in-law would like to meet them?”

Before marriage, Ming Xiang had been strictly confined by Duke Yingguo’s residence. She had neither close friends nor anyone to confide in. Though Song Wan could now be considered a friend of sorts, her own temperament was somewhat reserved and not sufficient to truly draw Ming Xiang out.

“Their temperaments are kind and they’re quite interesting people. If Sister-in-law meets them, you’ll surely like them.”

“If Wan’er… likes them, I’ll like them too.”

Ming Xiang smiled until her eyes curved into crescents. “I’ll meet them.”

Ming Xiang had also heard that each of the Eastern Palace’s liangdi and liangyi had unusual qualities. Though common gossip spoke of them with insulting words, Ming Xiang knew Song Wan wasn’t someone who spoke without reason. If she said this, it must be because those women had exceptional qualities.

With a spark of curiosity kindled in her heart, Ming Xiang followed Song Wan to Shang Rong’s quarters.

Shang Rong had awakened. When they entered, the young ladies were still chattering away in conversation.

“Greetings to… Liangdi Shang, Liangdi Wu…”

“You’re Song Fu’s wife?”

Ming Xiang nodded, unsure how Liangdi Shang knew Song Fu. Only after hearing Song Wan’s explanation did she look at Shang Rong with some surprise.

“Earlier Youjun said she was hungry, so I had the small kitchen prepare some pastries for you all to eat together.”

Knowing Shang Rong tired easily, Ming Xiang nodded in agreement and followed Song Wan to sit beside Lu Youjun.

Lu Youjun had a lively personality. Seeing Ming Xiang’s speech impediment, she paid it no mind and pulled her along to talk about the fried cakes and golden silk pastries she’d eaten. Wu Xixiang listened from the side, laughing and scolding, “Youjun has a story for every dish she mentions. Who knows if they’re true or false? She makes everyone’s mouth water, but we can’t even taste them.”

Ming Xiang said, “I want to eat them too.”

“Of course they’re real.”

Lu Youjun gestured with her hands. “That golden silk pastry was this big. The outside was deep-fried golden and crispy noodle threads, with honeyed jujube paste filling inside. When you bite into it, the noodle threads on the outside go crack-crack-crack and fall off. Oh my… it’s so crispy that…”

“The honeyed jujube paste has to be soaked in the finest honey beforehand.”

“Once the whole jujube is infused with honey fragrance, you slowly steam and mash it into a paste to wrap in cooked dough… Ah!”

Just as Lu Youjun was speaking with her mouth watering, suddenly a fingernail-sized mole cricket flew from somewhere and landed on her hand. Startled, she shook it off violently, then immediately covered her mouth tightly and crouched to the side.

Ming Xiang was closest to her. Seeing her react so strongly, she quickly grabbed a teacup from the table and threw it out.

After the teacup was thrown, it happened to land perfectly over the mole cricket.

“Youjun, are you all right?”

Song Wan stepped forward to help Lu Youjun up. She was trembling with fright, her soul having fled who knows where. Only when Qi Qingling disposed of the teacup did she barely come back to herself.

“I’m most afraid of… snakes, insects, rats, and ants…”

Her face was deathly pale. The way she had immediately covered her mouth upon seeing the mole cricket made Song Wan’s heart ache terribly.

“Don’t be afraid. It’s been dealt with.”

As Song Wan comforted Lu Youjun, Zhang Baozhen looked at Ming Xiang with surprise. “Madam Song is truly formidable. That move just now was really impressive.”

Ming Xiang’s face showed some embarrassment. “Of the six arts of… a gentleman… my… archery is strongest.”

Hearing this, Shang Rong said with a smile, “The descendants of a duke truly live up to their reputation.”

“It’s nothing… special. My several elder brothers… are the impressive ones. They can pierce… a willow leaf at a hundred paces.”

The Duke Yingguo’s title had been earned by their ancestors through battlefield slaughter, forged with blood. As his descendant, Ming Xiang had naturally never neglected her riding and archery skills.

Even the daughters in the residence were expected to mount horses and draw bows.

Song Wan also seemed to be learning about Ming Xiang for the first time, her eyes full of pleasant surprise.

After this little episode, Ming Xiang quickly grew close with everyone and conversed even more enthusiastically. It wasn’t until dusk fell and she had to leave the palace that they reluctantly parted ways and returned to their respective quarters.

Song Wan returned to Laiyi Pavilion. Looking at its quiet emptiness, she actually found herself missing Shen Qianyu.

She had originally thought she’d long grown accustomed to day after day of loneliness and monotony. Who would have known that without that person by her side repeatedly asking about trivial matters, she would find it so difficult to adjust?

Thinking about it, Song Wan smiled with pursed lips.

Little did she know that Shen Qianyu felt it even more acutely. Even when Qin Rao was calling to him, he was still distracted, his heart and mind constantly wondering whether his Wan’er had eaten well and slept well, and whether she was thinking of him…

Chapter 184: Childhood Companion
“Crown Prince of Dongning, it’s been a long time.”

Shen Qianyu sat astride his horse, completely unaware that Qin Rao had already approached him.

Qin Rao was about the same age as him. Both had grown up together in the Nanqing imperial palace, so they could truly be called old acquaintances. But now that many years had passed and they met again, one person’s eyes were full of disgust while the other’s held playful interest.

The woman’s thin lips were painted with bright red rouge. Her eyes and brows were languid and unrestrained, full of seductive charm.

Her slender waist like a willow branch, she half-reclined against a powerfully built man.

The man was bare-chested, carrying Qin Rao on his shoulder. Qin Rao hooked her bare feet, from time to time caressing the man’s lean waist and abdomen. Her movements were naturally seductive—even a blink or a breath could stir the man’s carnal desires.

“Your Highness, the Nanqing princess has arrived.”

Wan Xiao looked up to remind him. Only upon hearing these words did Shen Qianyu turn his head.

“Since the princess has arrived, we depart for the capital today.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu dismounted and exchanged the handwritten letters from both nations’ rulers with the Nanqing officials on this visit. After exchanging a few pleasantries, he turned to leave.

“Barbarian slave.”

A delicate, seductive voice rang out. Qin Rao leaped down from the tall man and walked barefoot before Shen Qianyu.

“Has the barbarian slave forgotten little Rao’er? Little Rao’er still thinks of you.”

“Since you left Nanqing, no one has helped little Rao’er win the mastiff fighting competitions. You…”

Reaching her hand toward Shen Qianyu’s waist, she was about to hook onto the ribbon at the man’s waist when someone slapped her hand away.

The woman’s pale, soft hand immediately flushed deep red. In mere moments, purple bruises began appearing from below. At a glance one could tell Shen Qianyu hadn’t held back—he’d struck viciously.

“How dare you, you dare to…”

A man in the Nanqing delegation wearing black armor with silver trim was about to rebuke when Wan Xiao cut him off.

Wan Xiao’s brows turned severe as he called out loudly, “How dare you show such disrespect to the Crown Prince!”

He stared directly at Qin Rao, which prompted Qin Rao to hook the corners of her eyes and glance sideways at Wan Xiao.

The two nations’ delegations had barely met before tensions immediately ran high. Zuo Zhengyan, the Junior Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial who had accompanied Shen Qianyu, hurried forward to mediate.

He first lavishly praised Nanqing’s national strength, then complimented Qin Rao from head to toe, causing Qin Rao to repeatedly glance at Shen Qianyu while giggling coquettishly.

From time to time she would reach out her hand or extend her toes to hook at Zuo Zhengyan. The Nanqing delegation found this unremarkable, but it made everyone from Dongning keep their eyes straight ahead, truly unable to bear watching such unseemly behavior.

Zuo Zhengyan was nearly sixty years old. How could he withstand Qin Rao’s conduct?

After saying two sentences, he truly couldn’t endure it and repeatedly begged off, retreating behind Shen Qianyu.

Seeing this, Qin Rao twisted her waist and laughed endlessly. When she laughed until she trembled as if unable to stand, the bare-chested man from earlier knelt on one knee. Qin Rao stepped on his knee and sat back on his shoulder.

Wan Xiao looked at the man with a slight frown, seeming to ponder something.

Upon entering Dongning territory, Qin Rao proposed resting at a postal station for a few days before continuing. Though Shen Qianyu was unwilling, he couldn’t resist the numerous Court of State Ceremonial officials and had no choice but to agree.

However, he truly couldn’t bear staying in the same place as Qin Rao. That very night he moved out of the postal station to set up camp on empty ground at the mountain’s base.

Seeing his agitated appearance, Wan Xiao knew his master was thinking of Chenghui Song again.

“Has Master not seen Chenghui Song for so long that you miss her terribly?”

Shen Qianyu frowned. “Forty-three days.”

It had been forty-three days since he’d last seen Wan’er.

He had sent word to Song Wan through Dong Chang’s hands, but had only received a brief reply from Wan’er in response.

“Has Master not sent any more letters to the palace?”

“Wan’er won’t allow it.”

Shen Qianyu sighed softly, his tone tinged with melancholy.

Wan Xiao smiled secretly at the side, finding his master’s appearance truly amusing.

As the two chatted casually, Wan Xiao suddenly brought up Qin Rao. “That Nanqing princess has a bewitching beauty. Even in Dongning one couldn’t find such an extraordinary beauty. The rumors say the Nanqing princess is devastatingly beautiful, soul-stirring and captivating. It truly wasn’t empty talk.”

“It seems Lady Lianyi’s reputation as the world’s greatest beauty wasn’t merely Nanqing boasting.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu scoffed. “She’s worthy of being called a soul-stealing demon.”

Unable to tolerate even half a word of praise from Wan Xiao, he pointed his fingertip at Wan Xiao. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you—stay far away from that soul-stealing demon. Qin Rao is ignorant and senseless, and has always taken pleasure in toying with others. She constantly sprays aphrodisiac drugs on her body to use as powder.”

“Men who stay close to her for long mostly develop problems. Even her attendants—prolonged surging blood and qi damages the body excessively.”

Wan Xiao said, “No wonder I noticed that bare-chested man had bulging, bloodshot eyes. I thought he’d practiced some evil martial art, but it turns out to be this.”

Shen Qianyu nodded and said no more.

As the two conversed in the tent, before long Ji Rong came to report that the Nanqing princess requested an audience.

“I won’t see her.”

The words had barely left his lips when Qin Rao’s seductive voice came through. “How cruel the barbarian slave’s heart is. Even if you don’t remember the affection between us from the past, surely you haven’t forgotten Imperial Physician Yan and Yan Qing?”

Lifting the tent flap with her hand, Qin Rao entered the tent and sat on the wooden couch.

Her dark hair hung loose, her skin surpassing snow in whiteness. She wore a blue gauze dress that extremely suited her beauty. Though the gauze dress revealed nothing when one was walking, now that she sat down, the slightest movement would expose glimpses of the pale bare legs beneath her skirt.

Wan Xiao raised his eyebrows slightly, feeling contempt in his heart.

However, Shen Qianyu said, “Mistaking lasciviousness for charm—even in Dongning’s brothels there probably aren’t such debased and shameless people as the princess.”

“Thank you for the barbarian slave’s praise.”

Shen Qianyu laughed coldly. “I wonder if Lady Lianyi presents such a nauseating appearance before her nephew as well?”

The smile of seductive charm that had been on Qin Rao’s face immediately darkened upon hearing this.

“The entire tent reeks with a foul, pungent stench.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu didn’t bother with anything else and turned to walk outside. Qin Rao laughed scornfully. “After recovering your identity as Dongning’s Crown Prince, you truly are completely different.”

Climbing up from the couch, she walked toward Shen Qianyu as she spoke. When the two drew closer, Qin Rao raised her hand toward his shoulder.

“Let little Rao’er see if the mark this princess bestowed upon you is still there?”

Having known each other for so long, both knew the other’s sore spots. To say they cut to the bone would not be an exaggeration.

Shen Qianyu’s expression also darkened. He turned and left without another word.

Wan Xiao also quickly followed out. Upon seeing him, Shen Qianyu said, “These next few days, have someone investigate whether there’s a father and daughter surnamed Yan in the Nanqing delegation.”

“If discovered, find an opportunity to rescue them both.”

“This subordinate understands.”

After Wan Xiao left, Shen Qianyu pursed his lips and departed, completely ignoring Qin Rao.

When evening came, Wan Xiao reported that there was indeed a father and daughter surnamed Yan in the Nanqing delegation, but their condition didn’t look good. Moreover, Qin Rao’s subordinates guarded them very strictly, so Dong Chang’s people couldn’t approach easily.

Shen Qianyu knew Qin Rao would certainly use those two to threaten him, so hearing this wasn’t particularly unexpected.

“Forget it. Don’t act rashly.”

“Since she deliberately brought Uncle Yan and his daughter to Dongning, she must intend to use these two as bait to negotiate with this prince. This prince need only wait for her to speak.”

Chapter 185: Childhood Playmate
Wan Xiao asked, “These two people have shown His Highness kindness?”

Shen Qianyu nodded.

When he left Dongning he was still young. Without the eunuchs and palace maids who had served him since childhood by his side, his heart was filled with fear and unease, and he cried incessantly day after day.

By the time he reached Nanqing, he had already fallen gravely ill and barely clung to life.

Though he was a hostage, he couldn’t be allowed to die in Nanqing. So upon arriving at the Nanqing palace, he was sent to the Imperial Medical Bureau to be cared for by Uncle Yan.

“All these years, this prince didn’t die at the hands of the Nanqing royal family, thanks largely to Uncle Yan.”

Thinking of his twelve years as a hostage, Shen Qianyu smiled faintly.

Uncle Yan had truly saved him many times. Without him, there would be no Dongning Crown Prince today.

Speaking of it, his successful departure from Nanqing and return to Dongning was also Uncle Yan’s kindness. However, aside from him and Uncle Yan, no second person in the world knew this.

Hearing this, Wan Xiao frowned slightly. “If that’s the case, then the Nanqing princess probably won’t let them go easily.”

“Even if she’s unwilling to let go easily, she’ll still have to eventually. It just depends on what conditions she proposes.”

Knowing his master’s free-spirited temperament, Wan Xiao thought this reasoning made sense. The two set the matter aside and quietly waited for Qin Rao to speak.

Whether Qin Rao sensed that Shen Qianyu was eager to return to the capital and deliberately opposed him was unclear, but the next day she insisted on holding some sort of welcome banquet at the postal station. Zuo Zhengyan had no choice but to seek out the Crown Prince and ask him to help come up with a solution.

“You need to come ask this prince about such a trivial matter? The Empress has died—don’t you know that music and entertainment, sacrifices and weddings are forbidden for a hundred days?”

Shen Qianyu’s brows and eyes turned cold. “Zuo Zhengyan, as Junior Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial, do you know what your duties are?”

“Next time, before you open your mouth, use that useless brain of yours.”

If he allowed Qin Rao to drink wine, play music, and seek pleasure within Dongning territory under his watch during the Empress’s mourning period, he’d probably have his spine broken by the common people tomorrow.

This Zuo Zhengyan didn’t dare offend Nanqing but didn’t want to bear the infamy either, so he actually brought this scheme to him.

Shen Qianyu pinched his fingertips, thinking that the courteous and respectful demeanor he’d shown in the past must have taken too deep root. It made these spineless wretches in court think of him as someone they could manipulate at will.

“Don’t make this prince think that head on your shoulders is just there for decoration. If it’s truly useless, then lose it.”

Striding out of Wan Xiao’s tent, Shen Qianyu said to the accompanying Nanqing officials outside, “We break camp and depart today. If anyone has objections, have them come find this prince.”

“The Crown Prince is so imposing.”

Qin Rao walked out from Shen Qianyu’s tent. She was still barefoot. Seeing this, some Dongning officers and soldiers hastily and confusedly found a carpet to place beneath Qin Rao’s feet.

“You Dongning people still cherish me. Those useless things in Nanqing only know how to cause me pain.”

“Hmph.”

Shen Qianyu laughed coldly. Qin Rao’s expression froze as she released her hold on that officer’s hand.

“The Crown Prince is so imposing. Little Rao’er likes it.”

Walking before Shen Qianyu, Qin Rao pursed her bright red lips slightly. “This princess is tired. I don’t want to travel today, unless the barbarian slave can coax this princess into a good mood.”

“You’re unwilling to travel?”

Qin Rao lifted her long black hair, her eyes revealing three parts languidness. “No wonder you still don’t have a Crown Princess—you don’t understand romance.”

She looked at Shen Qianyu, her eyes flowing with rippling light. “Why don’t little Rao’er become your Crown Princess? You and I can be considered childhood companions. You’re Dongning’s Crown Prince, I’m Nanqing’s princess. Whether publicly or privately, you and I are a match made in heaven…”

“Won’t you consider it?”

“Heh.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu suddenly smiled.

He crossed his arms and looked Qin Rao up and down. After a long while, he raised his brows and said, “Is Nanqing about to collapse? Oh, this prince guessed wrong. It should be that Qin Zhan is about to fall.”

Though Qin Zhan was Nanqing’s ruler, internal strife in Nanqing had always been fierce. Moreover, Lady Eman and Prince Ning were not peaceful types either. Without the old ruler’s support, and with Qin Rao as a sister who had offended officials throughout Nanqing…

With wolves before and tigers behind, circling around, he probably had no way out and that’s why he sent Qin Rao to Dongning.

No wonder Liu Changque said the Nanqing delegation that should have arrived in winter had come so much earlier.

The situation on Qin Zhan’s side was probably not optimistic.

If not for this, Qin Rao wouldn’t have spoken of marrying into Dongning.

She had always prized her Nanqing royal bloodline, and for this had even dominated Qin Zhan for many years. For her to speak thus today, Qin Zhan was probably in grave danger.

Indeed, upon hearing these words, Qin Rao’s expression changed dramatically in an instant. She looked at Shen Qianyu with a deep expression, not expecting him to be so perceptive.

A moment later, Qin Rao said with a coquettish laugh, “The barbarian slave truly has little Rao’er in his heart. After so many years, you still have this princess… completely figured out.”

She bit out the last few words with ambiguous meaning, full of seductive charm.

Shen Qianyu looked at her with a cold laugh. After a moment, he called out to break camp and turned to leave.

“This princess doesn’t want to depart today.”

“If you don’t want to, then roll back to Nanqing.”

Without even turning his head back, Shen Qianyu strode back to Wan Xiao’s tent to pack his things.

Before departing, Wan’er had sent him several sets of clothing. Though he knew they weren’t made by Wan’er’s own hands, he still didn’t want them carelessly packed away to who knows where.

Zuo Zhengyan heard their conversation from the side and thought to himself that Nanqing had come this time with the intention of seeking help from the Crown Prince. He immediately felt emboldened, his backbone straightening considerably when facing Qin Rao.

“Please also notify the Nanqing delegation, Princess. If they’re too slow and can’t find a suitable place to camp, we’ll have to travel through the night.”

“This lord…”

Qin Rao tilted her head slightly to look at Zuo Zhengyan. “What is your honored surname?”

Zuo Zhengyan was stunned by her question. After hesitating a moment, he said, “This official’s surname is Zuo. I am Dongning’s Junior Minister of the Court of State Ceremo—”

Before the word ‘nial’ could leave his mouth, he felt intense pain across his face.

Qin Rao had somehow produced a soft whip and lashed it out. The whip’s tail was studded with a dense row of sharp metal hooks. If Wan Xiao hadn’t pulled him back from behind, this whip strike would have taken half his life.

Even so, the soft whip still swept across his face.

Zuo Zhengyan was struck until he saw stars, unable to react in time.

Wan Xiao said, “This is Dongning, not Nanqing. The princess’s actions are somewhat unhinged.”

Having said this, he signaled for two people behind him to escort Qin Rao out of the Dongning camp. Qin Rao wanted to strike again but was restrained by Dong Chang’s men and sent back to the postal station.

“Princess.”

The man in black armor with silver trim who had accompanied Qin Rao earlier rushed forward angrily upon seeing this. Just as he was about to act, he was stopped by Qin Rao.

“Huai Jun, come back.”

Qin Rao watched with poisonous eyes as the Dong Chang men left, but didn’t have anyone pursue them.

“These lowly Dongning thieves dare to disrespect the princess. Let this general…”

“Forget it.”

Since Shen Qianyu had seen through her, she’d lost the initiative before him. Further entanglement would only bring humiliation upon herself.

Thinking of how Shen Qianyu had just raised his brows with a faint smile, his bearing outstanding, she suddenly smiled charmingly.

She had liked the barbarian slave’s face before. Now after so many years, not only had she not grown tired of it, she was even more attracted to him.

Qin Rao extended her foot toward Huai Jun’s waist, her breath like orchids. “This princess is in a bad mood. I’m granting you the opportunity to serve me well.”

Her fingertip hooked the man’s collar as she continued, “In a moment, bring Yan Qing here. If he doesn’t care about this princess, he should at least care about Yan Qing. I remember in the palace in the past, those two were always together. It truly displeased this princess.”

Chapter 186: Leveraging Grace
Qin Rao shared a spring night with Huai Jue at the courier station, while Yan Qing was brought to wait outside the room door, quietly awaiting the conclusion of their affair.

The sounds of intimacy drifted from within the room, yet Yan Qing waited outside with a wooden expression on her face.

When she finally heard the rustling sounds of dressing from within, Huai Jue pushed open the door and emerged.

“Go attend to the Princess’s bath.”

“Yes.”

Yan Qing entered the room to find Qin Rao staring vacantly out the window. Hearing the sound, she turned her head.

“Come dress this Princess.”

Qin Rao rose, revealing a body covered in blood-red bite marks.

As her gaze swept over those traces bearing faint bloody scratches, Yan Qing quickly turned her head away.

“Are you afraid?”

“This servant wouldn’t dare.”

Qin Rao tilted up her slender neck, looking at Yan Qing with a half-smile: “Elder brother says this is a pleasurable thing, but why can this Princess feel nothing?”

“Have you experienced it?”

Yan Qing shook her head in panic, causing Qin Rao to laugh coquettishly.

Before her laughter had faded, she suddenly grabbed a hairpin that had fallen on the bed and viciously stabbed it into Yan Qing’s arm.

“Ah.”

A cry of shock escaped, but was quickly suppressed.

Yan Qing bit her lip hard, not allowing herself to cry out in pain.

This was not her first day serving Qin Rao. If she showed too strong a reaction to pain, Qin Rao would only strike harder.

She tensed her face, not allowing herself to reveal even half a trace of suffering.

“How dull.”

Discarding the blood-stained hairpin, Qin Rao said: “This Princess saw the barbarian slave…”

Seeing Yan Qing’s movements pause slightly, she sneered: “This Princess remembers you two were quite familiar with each other.”

Yan Qing dared neither respond nor move.

Qin Rao’s moods were unpredictable. If a single word displeased her, it would arouse her suspicion, and torture would inevitably follow—at best severe injuries lasting several days, at worst she might lose her life in Dongning.

After thinking, Yan Qing dropped to her knees with a thud.

Seeing her like this, Qin Rao immediately lost interest. She sat on the bed and lifted Yan Qing’s chin with her toe.

“Plain appearance, though that delicate and pitiful manner has some appeal.”

Yan Qing dared not raise her head, only keeping her gaze on the top of Qin Rao’s foot.

“Get lost. Go find the barbarian slave and tell him this Princess doesn’t wish to depart today. You must find a way to make him stay and leave tomorrow instead.”

“This servant understands.”

Suppressing the agitation in her heart, Yan Qing clenched her teeth and withdrew from the room.

At the thought of soon seeing Shen Qianyu, her eyes reddened and she couldn’t help but shed tears directly.

When Huai Jue delivered her to the Dongning camp, Shen Qianyu was in the middle of writing a letter to Song Wan.

If they departed today, at his fastest pace he could see Song Wan by mid-next month. By then a hundred days would have passed since the Empress’s mourning period, and upon returning to the capital he could be with Wan’er…

Blushing slightly with a faint smile, Shen Qianyu carefully arranged the letter paper and sealed it properly.

“Your Highness, a maidservant from Nanqing requests an audience.”

Shen Qianyu was pondering how to make haste on the road while still bringing back some local delicacies for Wan’er when, hearing this, he couldn’t help but frown and refuse the meeting.

Shortly after, Ji Rong entered the tent saying the maidservant’s surname was Yan.

“Yan Qing?”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow: “Let her enter.”

Yan Qing entered the tent to see Shen Qianyu bent over, fiddling with brush and ink.

When he left Nanqing years ago, he was only sixteen or seventeen, his features outstanding but far from as intimidating as they were today.

The Shen Qianyu she once knew was green and naive. Though he occasionally revealed hints of darkness and unwillingness, he had never possessed the kind of imposing presence he now had.

Power truly nurtures a person.

Looking at Shen Qianyu, who was no longer what he once was, no longer like her needing to struggle to survive, his entire bearing radiating pride, Yan Qing shed tears once more.

Her form was thin and weak, her complexion pale. The way she stared at Shen Qianyu and wept appeared pitifully touching.

The current Shen Qianyu was no longer the barbarian slave she knew. Yan Qing felt uneasy in her heart, her hands nervously clutching at her hem, not daring to speak.

“Why are you crying?”

Shen Qianyu looked up. Seeing Yan Qing’s reddened eyes and tear-stained cheeks, he couldn’t help but frown slightly.

“I…”

Stammering, she seemed to suddenly remember their current respective statuses and hastily knelt down.

“This servant greets the Crown Prince of Dongning. May Your Highness be well.”

Having spoken, Yan Qing’s hand unconsciously covered the arm that had just been stabbed by Qin Rao.

She furrowed her brow slightly, as if forcibly enduring pain.

The palace maids’ uniforms in Nanqing were indigo blue, embroidered with patterns unique to Nanqing’s imperial family. Shen Qianyu had not noticed her injury earlier, but now with this movement, he saw that her sleeve had been soaked through with blood over half its surface.

“I’ll have someone fetch an imperial physician to treat you.”

“Your Highness need not trouble yourself for this servant.”

Yan Qing’s face bore a numb expression of resignation, yet Shen Qianyu said: “It’s better to have it treated.”

He summoned the accompanying physician. Someone helped Yan Qing treat her wound while Shen Qianyu remained seated at his desk without leaving.

Qin Rao was deranged—he had long grown accustomed to this in Nanqing and found nothing surprising about Yan Qing’s injury.

“Young lady, if you feel pain, you may tell this old one.”

Yan Qing bit her lip, her delicate face showing some fragility: “Old sir, please simply proceed. This servant does not feel pain.”

After speaking, she murmured in a low voice: “This servant… has long grown accustomed to it. It’s merely a small wound.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu said: “Indeed so. After many injuries, pain becomes slow and dull. You need not be gentle—stopping the bleeding is what matters.”

Hearing this, Yan Qing pursed her lips slightly.

Shen Qianyu watched idly, only feeling that the physician’s movements were truly too slow.

Given his advanced age, he handled the wound with tedious deliberation.

Such a simple matter of sprinkling medicinal powder to stop bleeding—yet he made it so troublesome.

It wasn’t as if Yan Qing was a delicate noblewoman like Wan’er. What harm could a few stabs do?

Thinking of Song Wan, Shen Qianyu frowned with evident worry.

They had just established their relationship, yet he had been away for so long. Moreover, Wan’er’s previous letters seemed cold and distant—he wondered if she had cleared her head during this time and no longer favored him?

The more Shen Qianyu thought about it, the more worried he became, his eyes gradually growing darker.

Yan Qing saw him frowning tightly, worry clear on his face, then slowly exhaling.

Fortunately. Fortunately he still held some childhood sentiment toward her.

Fortunately her father had shown life-saving grace to Shen Qianyu.

Looking at the shallow, light, yet densely packed scars on her arm, Yan Qing clenched her teeth in determination.

“Young lady, avoid water these next few days, and you won’t be left with scars.”

“Thank you, sir.”

After the physician bowed and withdrew, only then did Shen Qianyu say: “Did Uncle Yan come with you this time? Is his health well? Have Qin Zhan and Qin Rao made things difficult for him?”

“Father’s health is sound. The Sovereign and the Princess have not made things difficult for Father.”

Shen Qianyu nodded: “Qin Rao sent you to find me—is there some matter?”

Yan Qing bit her lip, tears welling in her eyes as she said: “The Princess says she doesn’t wish to depart today and sent this servant to beseech Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

“Would Your Highness the Crown Prince perhaps delay for a day?”

Shen Qianyu’s brows knitted tightly: “What difference is there between one day or two? If she doesn’t wish to depart today, then leave tomorrow. What is there to discuss about this?”

He would set out first today, and Nanqing could catch up tomorrow. He didn’t know what princess airs Qin Rao was putting on, making a special trip to say this.

Shen Qianyu’s tone was disdainful, too lazy to guess at Qin Rao’s thoughts.

Seeing that Shen Qianyu agreed as soon as she asked, Yan Qing bit her lip and stole a glance at him, secretly delighted.

Chapter 187: Seeking Repayment
Emboldened, Yan Qing twisted her fingers and said softly: “Your Highness the Crown Prince…”

“What is it?”

She gathered her courage, gazing at him with mist-filled eyes and murmuring in a low voice: “For the sake of our past connection, might Your Highness help Father?”

“Yan Qing is not greedy. I only hope Your Highness can rescue Father from Nanqing. He’s advanced in years now and truly cannot endure…”

Qin Rao’s torment.

But such disrespectful words, she dared not speak aloud.

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu said: “I already had such intentions. You need not worry.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

After speaking, Yan Qing covered her arm, her face showing embarrassment.

She hadn’t expected that Shen Qianyu still remembered her and cared so much for her and her father.

Seeing that Yan Qing showed no intention of leaving even after her wound was treated, Shen Qianyu frowned slightly, feeling vexed.

However, he couldn’t very well drive her out, so he could only sit there with a solemn expression.

When Yan Qing realized he had no intention of conversing with her, she couldn’t help but feel utterly disappointed and took her leave.

The moment she stepped out of Wan Xiao’s tent, Shen Qianyu ordered the camp struck and departure prepared. In barely an hour, the camp had been tidied up completely and properly.

When Qin Rao rose after her afternoon rest, not a single Dongning person remained.

“After meeting the Dongning Crown Prince just once, your courage has grown considerably—you actually dared to deceive this Princess?”

Yan Qing herself didn’t understand what had happened. Clearly Shen Qianyu had agreed with her to depart tomorrow. Who could have known that when she returned to her room to change clothes and came back out, the Dongning people had taken their camp and horses and vanished without a trace?

“This servant dares not deceive the Princess. The Dongning Crown Prince indeed told this servant that if the Princess didn’t wish to depart today, then departure would be tomorrow…”

Yan Qing clenched her teeth, trembling continuously from fear.

“Fool.”

She had thought she would suffer another round of torment, but unexpectedly, after cursing this single phrase, Qin Rao actually laughed coquettishly.

“Forget it. If departure is today, then it’s today. Go tell Huai Jue to set out immediately.”

“This… this servant understands.”

Yan Qing knelt and bowed. Just as she was preparing to withdraw, Qin Rao called her back.

“Wait. Raise your head.”

She stepped forward and grabbed Yan Qing’s jaw, examining her from left to right. After a cold sneer, she suddenly shoved her away. Sharp nails scraped across her face, quickly raising a bloody mark.

“Get lost.”

“This servant takes her leave.”

As she departed, low humming sounds came from behind her. Yan Qing only felt waves of cold sweat emerging on her back, her hands and feet growing weak and powerless.

In the palace in the past, she had done her utmost to avoid Qin Rao. Now on this journey there was no avoiding her, and she didn’t know how long she could preserve her life.

Thinking of Shen Qianyu, Yan Qing bit her lip and went to find her father.

Imperial Physician Yan truly had no standing at all in Nanqing’s Imperial Medical Academy. Though his medical skills were passable, his family background was undistinguished. Ordinarily he had no qualifications to seek audience with either Qin Zhan or Qin Rao, let alone treat noble persons in the palace.

If not for his early care of Shen Qianyu and the karmic connection between them, he probably would never have caught Qin Rao’s eye in this lifetime.

Speaking of which, being hauled out from Nanqing by Qin Rao now could be considered suffering as an innocent bystander.

However, Imperial Physician Yan was easygoing by nature and lacked ambition. During this period in the Nanqing delegation, he had eaten and slept well, utterly unaffected.

When Yan Qing came looking for him, Imperial Physician Yan was drinking in his room. Having drunk to great spirits, he was loudly reciting poetry at the copper basin in the courier station.

“Father, you’ve been drinking again? The Princess has ordered departure. Please wake up quickly.”

Five or six watchers still stood outside the door, yet her father remained unresponsive, truly vexing Yan Qing.

Taking a cloth from the washing stand and soaking it through, Yan Qing plastered the ice-cold cloth on Imperial Physician Yan’s face.

“Aiya… good daughter, what are you doing?”

Yan Qing said in a low voice with reddened eyes: “The Princess has ordered departure, and Father is still drunk?”

“Awake, awake.”

Imperial Physician Yan carelessly wiped his face. Seeing this, Yan Qing snatched the cloth from his hand.

Keeping her head lowered, she said quietly: “Your daughter has seen the barbarian slave. He is now the Crown Prince of Dongning. He has already promised your daughter he will rescue Father from Nanqing.”

“Very good, very good.”

Seeing her father’s casual, unconcerned manner, as if he hadn’t taken it to heart at all, Yan Qing said through clenched teeth: “Father showed him grace. If we go to Dongning, you will certainly be valued highly.”

“No need, no need. This old man is fine as he is.”

Imperial Physician Yan stood up, mumbling confusedly: “The saying goes, ‘Accompanying the sovereign is like accompanying a tiger.’ If Nanqing is a tiger, how can Dongning not be one? Foolish daughter, you are still young, still so young.”

“Father!”

The wounds on her chin and cheeks still ached faintly, yet Yan Qing was so angered by Imperial Physician Yan that her eyes swelled red.

Her father was just like this—never daring to strive or fight for his entire life. Clearly a broad road lay before him, yet he absolutely refused to take even one more step forward.

Yan Qing clutched at her hem, so angry her teeth chattered: “What Father is unwilling to do, your daughter will do. Father need only muddle through this life carelessly. You need not concern yourself with whether I live or die.”

Imperial Physician Yan sighed deeply, casually waving his hand to indicate he needed to change clothes, then paid no more attention to anything else.

Yan Qing was furious to the extreme, yet had no way to deal with her own father. She could only hurriedly rush back to pack her own things.

When she saw Shen Qianyu again, it was three days later.

For these three days, Shen Qianyu had traveled without stopping. If not for Nanqing’s horses being many times stronger than Dongning’s, they probably wouldn’t have caught up even upon reaching the capital.

After such prolonged travel, even someone like Yan Qing who was accustomed to hardship could barely endure it, let alone Qin Rao who had always lived in pampered luxury.

The moment the two groups of people joined together, Qin Rao collapsed limply in Huai Jue’s embrace, lacking the strength to trouble anyone else.

Yan Qing took advantage of this opportunity to secretly seek out Shen Qianyu.

Before seeing Shen Qianyu, she removed the golden hairpin from her head and viciously jabbed it several times into her own arm.

Instantly several bloody holes appeared. Yan Qing endured the pain and lowered her sleeve.

“Excuse me, Eunuch, is His Highness here?”

Wan Xiao looked at the pale, weak, pitiful and delicate Yan Qing and smiled faintly: “His Highness went out today. Miss Yan may wait in the tent for His Highness.”

Yan Qing paused slightly, her eyes showing struggle, then supported her arm as she walked in.

Before long, Wan Xiao brought in the same physician who had bandaged Yan Qing before.

“Miss is injured again?”

That old physician also knew of Qin Rao’s reputation. After asking casually, he said nothing more and began efficiently treating her wound.

However, the moment the sleeve was rolled up, Wan Xiao raised an eyebrow slightly and glanced at the golden hairpin Yan Qing wore in her hair.

“I wonder where His Highness went today?”

Neither Wan Xiao nor the physician answered. Yan Qing awkwardly closed her mouth.

Shen Qianyu still didn’t know someone was waiting for him. At this moment he was in the city selecting items for Song Wan.

But he didn’t know what sorts of things young ladies favored, so he bought some of every clever trinket he saw. It wasn’t until passing by a bookshop that he hesitated and stopped at the entrance.

He knew that Wan’er enjoyed reading books, but he had never given Wan’er books before.

Firstly, his own learning was limited—he truly didn’t know how to choose. Secondly, he also feared giving something too simple, reminding Wan’er of his lack of scholarly knowledge.

Shen Qianyu stood there pondering for a long while, until the bookshop proprietor emerged from within and beckoned to him: “Customer, I have everything you want here. Please come in and take a look.”

Upon entering the bookshop, Shen Qianyu asked in confusion: “You know what I want?”

The bookshop proprietor brought out from beneath the counter a bundle of volumes half a person’s height.

“Illustrated Guides to Conjugal Harmony, Spring Palace Albums, Mandarin Duck Books—this old man has them all. It just depends on what the customer needs.”

Chapter 188: Heartlessness
When Shen Qianyu returned to camp from the city, Yan Qing had already been waiting there for nearly an hour. Just as she was about to lose patience, Shen Qianyu strode into the tent with large steps.

“His Highness had quite a fruitful day.”

Wan Xiao smiled and stepped forward to receive the items in his hands, but Shen Qianyu refused.

“No need. This Prince will handle them himself.”

Yan Qing saw that from the moment he entered the tent, he began arranging the items in his hands. Nothing among them was particularly precious—most were ordinary things commonly seen on the streets.

Yet from embroidered shoes and fabric to face powder and rouge, everything was for women’s use.

Before she could wonder who His Highness intended to give these things to, she heard him speak: “Qin Rao sent you to find this Prince—what matter is it now?”

“It wasn’t the Princess who sent this servant.”

Her voice was like a mosquito’s drone, thin and soft. Shen Qianyu had to strain his ears to hear clearly.

Wan Xiao tactfully withdrew outside the tent. Shen Qianyu said: “What business do you have?”

“Nothing in particular. I only thought to seek a moment’s peace here with Your Highness.”

Yan Qing smiled bitterly as she revealed the arm the physician had just bandaged for her, her words seeming like lamentation: “May Your Highness not blame this servant for the disturbance.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu nodded faintly, but his hand remained on a square box wrapped tightly in indigo silk, apparently pondering something.

“Is this servant delaying Your Highness from important matters? If I’m in Your Highness’s way, this servant will leave immediately.”

After speaking, she walked toward the tent entrance with reddened eyes, but her steps were extremely slow, leaving ample opportunity for Shen Qianyu to call her back.

Yet Yan Qing hadn’t expected that even when one hand had already grasped the bright yellow tent curtain, Shen Qianyu still hadn’t uttered a sound.

Her eyelids drooped slightly. After thinking, she turned her head and dropped to her knees with a thud.

“This servant begs Your Highness, for the sake of our past connection, to show this servant some mercy. This servant truly has no way to survive.”

Women were naturally delicate and frail, especially someone like Yan Qing who possessed an innate three parts weakness. With tears in her eyes, begging so pitifully, she was all the more heart-stirring.

She sobbed quietly, crying like pear blossoms in rain, a touching and moving sight.

“You won’t.”

Yan Qing was crying with such emotion when, hearing these words, she blankly raised her head. First came a moment of confusion, then after a pause she said: “This servant doesn’t understand Your Highness’s meaning.”

“This Prince says you won’t have no way to survive.”

Glancing at the indigo-wrapped package, Shen Qianyu said: “Before Qin Rao reaches a cooperative agreement with this Prince, neither Uncle Yan nor you will be in mortal danger.”

“There may be no mortal danger, but we still must suffer physical torment.”

Yan Qing pressed her lips together, her eyes full of worry as she continued: “Your Highness also knows what circumstances this servant is in. This servant…”

“Just endure it for now.”

His fingertips tapped lightly on the wooden box. Thinking of the embarrassment that day, Shen Qianyu unconsciously touched his nose.

Yan Qing seemed to notice that his mind was completely elsewhere, and gradually a layer of resentment rose in her heart.

“For the sake of how Father cared for you so much in those years, can Your Highness not save Qing’er and Father?”

“This Prince already said you should endure for now. The time is not yet right.”

Shen Qianyu finally moved his hand from the package. He turned his head to look at Yan Qing.

That Qin Rao had brought her father and daughter to Dongning indicated she was certain he valued Uncle Yan and his daughter. If he showed even half a trace of concern at this time, it would make Qin Rao intensify her behavior even more.

He didn’t know if Yan Qing had been driven foolish over these years by the aphrodisiac incense powder on Qin Rao’s person—she couldn’t even understand such a simple principle.

“When the time is right, this Prince will naturally act.”

Yan Qing pressed her lips tightly together and pressed him repeatedly: “Could it be Your Highness has forgotten the past…”

Shen Qianyu impatiently cut her off.

“Why don’t you tell me—what do you want this Prince to do?”

Imperial Physician Yan had shown him grace that he could not shirk. If Yan Qing’s words were not excessive, he could also do his utmost to fulfill them.

“This Prince considers himself someone who repays grace received. Go ahead and speak.”

Hearing this, Yan Qing finally let go of the heart she’d been holding suspended. With reddened eyes she said: “This servant seeks nothing from Your Highness, only that Your Highness might request this servant from the Princess. This servant is willing to work like an ox or horse for Your Highness, only seeking Your Highness’s protection.”

“Impossible.”

“Why… why not?”

Yan Qing looked at him in disbelief, her eyes full of shock.

“This servant made no excessive demands. Why does Your Highness disagree?”

She clutched desperately at her collar, never having imagined Shen Qianyu would refuse so readily.

It was merely a servant’s position—even this wouldn’t do?

She gazed imploringly at Shen Qianyu, who now possessed the full威严 of a superior, but could no longer find any trace of the barbarian slave she once knew.

The barbarian slave of those years had clearly respected Father greatly and had been quite kind to her as well. Why would he now refuse even such a small request?

Yan Qing clutched her arm, her tone desperate: “Can Your Highness truly not recall any old sentiment? Father, he…”

Shen Qianyu raised his hand to interrupt Yan Qing’s words.

The man straightened his body, his features cold and severe: “This Prince does not bring women back from outside travels, regardless of their status. Whether servant or concubine, this Prince does not do such things.”

With Jiang Xingjian as that “fine jade” as precedent, how would he dare poke at Wan’er’s heart again?

If he went out and returned to court having also brought back an old acquaintance to keep by his side, it would surely disgust Wan’er so much she couldn’t eat for three days.

Shen Qianyu’s gaze swept past the box at his side, his eyes lowering slightly.

If he really brought back such a thing, forget about wanting to sleep in the same bed as Wan’er—he’d probably have difficulty even getting Wan’er to kiss and touch him again.

Listlessly fiddling with the porcelain figurine he’d bought for Song Wan, Shen Qianyu spoke indifferently: “You must know that the one who showed grace to this Prince is Imperial Physician Yan, not you, Yan Qing. If not for Uncle Yan’s sake, this Prince truly couldn’t be bothered to waste words with you.”

The man stood up, his eyes full of impatience: “You’ve repeatedly mentioned past grace, but you must know that those past matters become grace only if this Prince acknowledges them. If you leverage grace to demand repayment, it becomes enmity instead.”

Having been steeped in palace life for so long, Yan Qing couldn’t even see through such a simple matter—truly extraordinarily foolish.

“You may go. When necessary, this Prince will act to rescue you and Uncle Yan.”

She had thought that relying on their old acquaintance, she could secure a path for herself with Shen Qianyu. Who would have expected him to be so cold and heartless?

Yan Qing stared wide-eyed, full of unwillingness.

She was unwilling to accept this!

A person’s life should not be wasted thus. If there was even the slightest possibility of advancement, she needed to seize the opportunity. If she missed Shen Qianyu, she would never again in this life have a chance to escape Qin Rao’s clutches.

“Man Nu, don’t be angry.”

Tears slowly fell from her eyes as Yan Qing said: “I’m only too mindful of the words you and I exchanged that day.”

“Under the eaves and corridors of Xiguang Hall, you once said that if one day you returned to Dongning, you would certainly rescue Father and me from dire straits. All these years I’ve waited and hoped only for this day.”

“It was I who overstepped. It was I who shouldn’t have presumed to imagine those things I cannot imagine.”

“It was I who shouldn’t have foolishly clung to those notions, causing you to misunderstand that I was leveraging grace for repayment.”

“I’ve just been waiting for you for too long…”

“I thought that as long as my heart was sincere and devoted, I could have my wish.”

Yan Qing cried most pitifully, her mouth ceaselessly recounting past affections.

Perhaps because he had seen Song Wan so many times remaining composed even in difficult circumstances, never presenting herself in a weak and lowly manner—such integrity—suddenly seeing Yan Qing’s affected and contrived attitude made Shen Qianyu feel extremely uncomfortable.

But he had no intention of kicking her while she was down. After thinking, he still yielded three parts to old sentiment and spoke words of comfort: “If sincerity and devotion could achieve one’s wishes, this Prince would have long since ascended the throne as Emperor.”

Chapter 189: Furtiveness
Her face flushed red from Shen Qianyu’s single remark. No matter how unwilling Yan Qing was to admit it, she knew he was mocking her for fantasizing wildly.

Having spoken to this extent without moving Shen Qianyu, she also lacked the face to continue pestering him.

At least she—she had no qualifications.

“This servant has overstepped. May Your Highness the Crown Prince not take it to heart.”

Leaving in dejection, Yan Qing covered her lips, her face full of shame.

“Miss Yan has left?”

Wan Xiao lifted the curtain and strode into the tent. He looked at Shen Qianyu and said: “This daughter of your benefactor—how does Your Highness intend to handle her?”

“Speaking of which, in those storybooks when such situations arise, the other party typically offers themselves in gratitude. I just don’t know what my master is thinking.”

“What storybooks? You should read less of such useless things.”

Somehow, Wan Xiao detected a trace of guilty conscience on his master’s face.

He pursed his lips slightly: “Your Highness doesn’t truly intend to take this woman into the Eastern Palace, does he?”

Shen Qianyu snorted coldly: “Who do you take me for? Someone like Jiang Xingjian, blind of heart and blind of eye, picking up people wherever he goes?”

Glaring furiously at Wan Xiao, Shen Qianyu greatly disliked him comparing him to Jiang Xingjian.

Setting aside what others might think, Wan Xiao clearly knew that everyone in the Eastern Palace had been carefully and meticulously selected by him for entry into the palace. How could he now allow a person of unknown intentions to approach Wan’er?

Never mind that Yan Qing’s appearance after so many years—immediately faltering and clinging—was an eyesore to him. Even if Yan Qing had a pure and gentle temperament, he would not allow someone who had long been by Qin Rao’s side to approach Song Wan.

He truly feared someone would bring that insane stench from Qin Rao’s person and expose his Wan’er to it.

Thinking of Song Wan, Shen Qianyu’s expression softened, and he began fiddling again with the things he’d bought earlier.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao said: “If Your Highness has no such intentions, that’s good. This subordinate just noticed that Miss Yan’s arm wound was inflicted from right to left, from bottom to top, with the wound deeper on the right and shallower above—most likely self-inflicted with a hairpin in her right hand.”

He came from Dong Chang. No one was more skilled in interrogation and torture than him. What kind of injury, what kind of implement caused the wound—he could tell at a glance.

This daughter of his master’s benefactor truly had no shallow scheming mind.

“Whether she did it herself or Qin Rao did it, this Prince will rescue Uncle Yan and her from Nanqing. As for other matters, she’s truly overthinking.”

Carefully gathering the things he’d bought today into one place, Shen Qianyu crouched down and affixed the Eastern Palace seal on the trunk.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao asked in confusion: “What is it? If it’s something secret, Your Highness can have it sent into the palace through Dong Chang’s covert channels.”

Shen Qianyu’s movements paused: “No need. This Prince will bring it back himself.”

It was rare to see his own master with such a furtive appearance. Wan Xiao blinked, only feeling that it was most likely related to Song Chenghui again.

While the two of them had leisure, Yan Qing had been left both shamed and angered by Shen Qianyu’s heartless words.

When she returned to the Nanqing camp, she was harassed again by the male favorites around Qin Rao. Her heart grew increasingly stifled. Unable to bear it any longer, she once again went to find Imperial Physician Yan.

She knew her father’s temperament. Though his disposition was weak, his nature was extremely kind. As long as she begged Father, he would certainly help her.

Walking to Imperial Physician Yan’s tent, Yan Qing forced up a faint smile.

“Father didn’t drink today?”

Imperial Physician Yan chuckled: “I can’t very well drink every single day.”

“Qing’er sees no one is watching over you today.”

“Everyone’s tired. Besides, I’m just an old man who can’t run away. What need is there to watch over me day after day?”

Yan Qing pressed her lips together, her smile growing even more forced.

Imperial Physician Yan sighed softly: “Did you encounter difficulties with the Dongning Crown Prince?”

Seeing Yan Qing’s shock, Imperial Physician Yan said: “You always treat the Dongning Crown Prince as though he’s still the barbarian slave, yet don’t consider that he’s been back in Dongning for nine years now. Moreover, that he can now sit firmly in the position of Dongning Crown Prince—how could this be an achievement that the straightforward barbarian slave of the past could have accomplished?”

“In Nanqing he was the barbarian slave. In Dongning he’s the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace, second only to one, above ten thousand. How could you manipulate him at will?”

“If the Dongning Crown Prince were a weakling who could be led around by a mere favor, he could never have secured his current position in the first place.”

Imperial Physician Yan took a green porcelain bottle from his medicine chest and handed it to Yan Qing, shaking his head: “That you and I can receive his assistance in the future and escape this man-eating cage would already be tremendously fortunate. Don’t covet anything more.”

“Father speaks so lightly.”

Yan Qing smiled coldly: “Father showed him grace and offended the Princess for his sake. Why can’t we demand one step more?”

“Father was originally an imperial physician. Now, because you extended a helping hand to him back then, you’ve become like a prisoner. Why can’t your daughter demand he compensate us? This is what he owes us both.”

Imperial Physician Yan shook his head: “The grace I extended that day came from my own will alone, and was not something the Crown Prince requested. For you to now leverage grace to demand repayment is not the conduct of a gentleman.”

“Father is noble. Your daughter truly cannot compare.”

Yan Qing rolled up both sleeves and raised her chin, bringing it close to Imperial Physician Yan: “Father is not in the inner palace and need not face that person daily. Father speaks with such ease.”

“But open your eyes and look. Look at your daughter’s body full of injuries, full of pain. Why won’t you look?”

“You don’t leverage grace for repayment, but you shouldn’t repay others’ grace either!”

“For the sake of repaying grace, you replaced the benefactor’s daughter out of the palace and sent your daughter into the palace as some palace official, causing your daughter to live a life worse than death, a lifetime of misery. Have you truly never regretted it, never resented it?”

“Now your daughter has a chance at an easier life. If you would only say a few words, say a few words begging the Crown Prince, your daughter’s latter half of life could escape this sea of suffering. Why won’t you fulfill your daughter’s wish?”

“Does Father insist on personally watching your daughter suffer every torment before your heart will be at ease?”

Imperial Physician Yan was pressed by Yan Qing’s questioning until his old face flushed red, sighing endlessly.

He truly felt he’d wronged Yan Qing, but he also was unwilling to violate the gentleman’s way and force Shen Qianyu to do things he was unwilling to do.

More importantly, he could see that Yan Qing’s ambitions were not small, and what she sought was unwise.

“Father, please, I’m begging you.”

Yan Qing knelt crying: “Your daughter truly doesn’t want to live in constant fear and scrape by near the Princess anymore. Please help your daughter.”

“As long as Father speaks, the Crown Prince will certainly agree.”

“Your daughter seeks nothing else. You need only have the Crown Prince agree to take in your daughter. Even if I serve as slave or servant by Man Nu’s side, your daughter would be willing.”

Imperial Physician Yan was moved to unbearable heartache by Yan Qing’s tears. He could only painfully nod in agreement.

“When there’s an opportunity to see the Dongning Crown Prince, I will naturally ask him to take you in.”

Hearing these words, only then did Yan Qing stop crying, smiling as she asked if Imperial Physician Yan had eaten lunch.

Imperial Physician Yan could only sigh to himself, shaking his head helplessly.

Shen Qianyu was unaware of their scheming, his heart only eager to return home.

All along the way, as long as the horses were properly rested, he never stopped traveling. Even when Qin Rao shouted herself hoarse, even threatening to have Imperial Physician Yan and Yan Qing tied behind horses and dragged to death, she still couldn’t make him change his mind.

When the journey was more than halfway complete, Qin Rao finally could endure no more and had Huai Jue bring Imperial Physician Yan and Yan Qing in chains to Shen Qianyu’s tent.

“This Princess has said I don’t want to rush along anymore.”

Shen Qianyu raised an eyebrow, looking toward Imperial Physician Yan, whom he hadn’t seen in many years and who had shown him life-saving grace.

In his heart, Imperial Physician Yan was still that imposing man who had protected him everywhere in those years, giving him medicine and treating his injuries.

The person who had been like a father in his memory had now stooped into a white-haired old man. Time truly passed swiftly—it was truly lamentable.

Shen Qianyu’s gaze shifted away from the two of them and looked toward Qin Rao: “Mobilizing troops and stirring up crowds—what is your esteemed business?”

Qin Rao’s face was gloomy: “This Princess has no interest in continuing to play with you. I came to Dongning on important business. As long as you agree to my conditions, these two people will be handed over to you.”

Chapter 190: Kneeling in Respect
“Speak, let’s hear it.”

Shen Qianyu looked toward Qin Rao, his expression bland.

“Since you already know that Imperial Brother’s position is precarious, this Princess will also be straightforward.”

Qin Rao smiled seductively: “This Princess wants you to help Imperial Brother secure his throne, to provide him assistance with Dongning’s strength.”

“Heh.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu scoffed aloud.

He looked at Qin Rao, his eyes full of mockery: “Wanting to exchange a bamboo basket for a jade crown—could it be the Princess’s madness hasn’t healed, and you’re speaking nonsense in broad daylight?”

Qin Rao pressed her lips together. Just as she was about to speak, Shen Qianyu continued: “All things in this world have their weight. Does the Princess believe that by holding two of this Prince’s old acquaintances, you can do as you please with this Prince?”

“This Prince might as well tell you plainly—Imperial Physician Yan did show this Prince grace, but if you think you can use these two people to saddle this Prince with the crime of colluding with the enemy and treason, I’m afraid Qin Zhan’s bones will have grown cold long before that day comes.”

Having said this, Shen Qianyu looked at Qin Rao with a half-smile, as if viewing a rare fool.

Qin Rao had been honored as a Nanqing princess since birth. Nanqing women held esteemed status—never had anyone dared speak to her thus. Her expression changed drastically as she gripped the soft whip in her hand and lashed it directly at Shen Qianyu.

During his time in Nanqing, Shen Qianyu didn’t know how many times Qin Rao had whipped him. Back then he was trapped in a cage, powerless to resist. Now, however, things were different.

Catching the middle section of the soft whip, Shen Qianyu pulled tight and yanked hard. The whip’s tail flew directly backward, scraping across Qin Rao’s face.

The soft whip’s end was covered in small metal hooks. This single scrape left bloody streaks from below Qin Rao’s ear to her cheek.

“Princess!”

Huai Jue and the bare-chested man cried out in unison. Qin Rao, however, glared furiously at the two: “What is it?”

She was unaware, completely oblivious to the blood streaming down her face.

Huai Jue hastily pulled a soft handkerchief from his bosom along with styptic powder to treat Qin Rao’s wound.

“Dongning scoundrel, you dare injure my Nanqing princess?”

“Having injured her, what can you do about it?”

Shen Qianyu sneered: “If you’re seeking someone’s help, then show the attitude of one seeking help. This is not Nanqing, and I am not some cruel, muddled, shameless and despicable thing like Qin Zhan.”

“You dare insult the sovereign of Nanqing?”

“Having insulted him, what can you do about it?”

Huai Jue drew his blade from his waist. Wan Xiao stepped forward. Qin Rao pressed the handkerchief hard against her face, her eyes full of venomous hatred.

A moment later, she said in a low voice: “Tie Yan Changpu and his daughter behind this Prince’s horse. When we reach the capital, remove their corpses and send them to the Dongning Crown Prince.”

“Princess, have mercy!”

Yan Qing cried out in supplication. Huai Jue signaled to have the two taken away. Shen Qianyu turned his head and said to Wan Xiao: “Publicize the matter of the Princess’s deranged torture and killing of Nanqing officials and commoners. Make sure every Nanqing citizen knows that the current princess is a perverse, cruel, and inhumane creature.”

Shen Qianyu said with a half-smile: “Add one more line—say that to intimidate Dongning, the Princess tortured and killed a Nanqing imperial physician to make herself appear imposing.”

“I imagine Lady Eman and Prince Ning would both greatly appreciate the Princess’s way of dragging Qin Zhan down and sullying his reputation.”

Hearing this, Qin Rao glared furiously at Shen Qianyu, but for the first time in her life dared to be angry but not speak.

Shen Qianyu struck at her vital points everywhere, beating her without any ability to fight back.

Huai Jue looked toward Qin Rao, momentarily not daring to act.

“Man Nu truly is different from before.”

Qin Rao narrowed her eyes slightly, smiling charmingly.

Casually grabbing a wooden chair from within the tent and pulling it beside him, Shen Qianyu sat down gracefully.

He half-reclined in the chair, looking up at Qin Rao from below.

“Qin Zhan is no fool. He wouldn’t send you with merely two people to discuss cooperation with this Prince.”

“But the Princess currently shows no sincerity, which greatly displeases this Prince.”

Shen Qianyu curved his lips in a faint smile, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes: “This Prince has no interest in playing those underhanded tricks with you.”

“Qin Rao, miss today, and no matter what conditions you produce later, this Prince will not assist Qin Zhan one bit.”

Qin Rao clenched her teeth, regretting to this day that she had been careless that day and had a weakness seized by this man before her, allowing him to threaten her to this extent.

Shen Qianyu snorted with laughter: “Get lost. If there’s no sincerity, why waste this Prince’s energy?”

“What sincerity do you want?”

Shen Qianyu glanced toward Imperial Physician Yan. The meaning was self-evident.

After a long while, Qin Rao gripped her soft whip tightly and lowered her eyelids: “Release the two of them.”

“Princess.”

Huai Jue still wanted to offer more words of counsel, but Qin Rao lashed a whip across his back: “This Princess says to release them. Do you dare disobey?”

“Release them.”

Huai Jue spoke quietly. The guards beside him unbound Imperial Physician Yan and his daughter and released them.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu sneered coldly: “The Princess is sensible.”

He looked at Qin Rao gripping her soft whip tightly, wishing she could lash it across his face, and grinned: “Before the Princess departed, Qin Zhan must have given the Princess a bottom line for seeking this Prince’s assistance.”

Qin Rao frowned slightly. Shen Qianyu knew his guess was correct.

He looked at Qin Rao and said word by word: “Let this Prince guess how much sincerity Qin Zhan has.”

“Gold, silver, jewels, and pearls…”

Qin Rao’s face was expressionless. Shen Qianyu shook his head: “He wouldn’t be foolish enough to think such worldly possessions could move this Prince.”

Lightly rubbing his fingers together, he raised his head: “Could it be Nanqing cities?”

Qin Rao turned her head to look at Shen Qianyu. Shen Qianyu smiled: “Truly the sovereign of Nanqing—what generous action indeed.”

Qin Rao bit her lip hard. A trickle of crimson blood flowed from the corner of her lips, making Shen Qianyu feel disgusted.

Huai Jue once again produced the styptic powder he carried with him, gently applying it to Qin Rao’s lips. Even when Qin Rao’s palm landed on his face, he remained unmoved.

Wan Xiao and Ji Rong frowned together. The two exchanged glances, both seeing disgust and incomprehension in each other’s eyes.

No wonder their master showed such a pained and disdainful expression whenever Nanqing was mentioned. Truly, among the Nanqing people they’d encountered these past days, not a single person was sound and sensible.

Looking Qin Rao up and down, Wan Xiao only felt that the Nanqing imperial family was truly a blessed land, having produced such a rare collection of unparalleled talents found nowhere else in the world.

“I only wonder how many cities could secure Qin Zhan’s throne.”

Qin Rao now knew he could perceive people’s hearts with unusual acuity. Hearing this, she lowered her head in silence.

Shen Qianyu snorted with laughter: “There’s still about a month before we can reach the capital. The Princess may give this Prince an answer before returning to the capital.”

“Wan Xiao, see the guests out.”

“This Prince still wants to have a heart-to-heart talk with my benefactor, so I won’t keep the Princess here.”

Qin Rao glared at him furiously and swept out with a flick of her sleeves.

Huai Jue hurriedly followed. When all the Nanqing people had withdrawn, Wan Xiao signaled to Ji Rong, and both of them also withdrew.

For a time, only Shen Qianyu and Yan Changpu and his daughter remained in the tent. Yan Qing stood to the side with reddened eyes, supporting her father.

She had never imagined that she and her father would so easily escape Qin Rao’s clutches.

What she imagined even less was what came next. Shen Qianyu stood up, lifted the hem of his robe, and knelt directly before Yan Changpu.

“I’ve been cared for by you, sir, for many years, truly with no way to repay you. Please accept this bow, Uncle Yan.”

Having spoken, Shen Qianyu clasped his hands together and bowed with a kowtow.

Yan Changpu started in alarm and hastily stepped forward to help him up: “Your Highness must not do this. This old man cannot bear it.”

Yan Qing at the side gripped her hem tightly, only feeling her heart thunder like drums, her face flushed red with excitement.

Chapter 191: Jumping Into the River
“This grand gesture from Your Highness the Crown Prince is more than this old man deserves, truly more than I deserve.”

Shen Qianyu took the opportunity to rise, smiling as he said, “Without Uncle Yan, this prince would have died countless times. You naturally deserve this bow from me.”

Yan Changpu had only one daughter, Yan Qing, and having no disciple to inherit his medical knowledge remained a lifelong regret. Years ago, when he saw how pitiful Shen Qianyu’s circumstances were, he had thought of taking him as a disciple.

However, the young man’s temperament was truly unsuited for medicine, so in the end he gave up on the idea.

But he couldn’t bear to see Shen Qianyu tormented by Qin Rao, which was why he protected him so much. Over time, they developed feelings akin to father and son.

When he left, Yan Changpu had worried deeply for quite some time. Now seeing him again and observing Shen Qianyu’s imposing presence, he couldn’t help but feel joy in his heart.

The old gentleman smiled comfortingly and patted the child who had grown much taller than himself.

“You’re much more robust than before, truly looking like a proper man now.”

Shen Qianyu also smiled openly and patted Imperial Physician Yan’s hand.

Men were not as emotionally delicate as women—with just one simple gesture, the bond from their past friendship across generations was rekindled.

“Father…”

Yan Qing nervously tugged at Yan Changpu’s sleeve. Yan Changpu quickly said, “This is my daughter. Does Your Highness still remember her?”

“Of course I remember.”

Yan Changpu’s old face reddened, his expression somewhat uneasy.

He was not one to leverage favors for personal gain. Facing Shen Qianyu now, he felt rather like a duck being forced onto a perch. But Yan Changpu also felt he had failed his daughter. After much consideration, he awkwardly spoke up.

“This old man… this old man is growing old, and only one matter weighs constantly on my mind—my daughter.”

“If Your Highness… finds it convenient, I hope you can look after my daughter in the future.”

Shen Qianyu looked at Yan Qing, whose cheeks were flushed red, and answered straightforwardly, “Naturally.”

“I wonder what plans Uncle Yan has for the future? If you still wish to practice medicine, this prince can arrange for you to enter the Imperial Medical Bureau. If Uncle Yan no longer wishes to deal with imperial clan members, this prince can also establish a medicine hall for you in Dongning and recruit students.”

Yan Changpu’s eyes lit up upon hearing this: “Your Highness still remembers this matter.”

Seeing the two conversing about other topics, Yan Qing couldn’t help but feel anxious.

“Father has been thinking of Your Highness the Crown Prince all these years. Surely Your Highness feels the same.”

Yan Changpu gave a dry laugh, his heart constricting slightly.

Before Yan Qing entered the palace, she hadn’t possessed this eagerly ambitious nature. Over ten years of palace life had actually cultivated several traces of greed in her.

How could she know that wealth and status could threaten one’s life? Now that there was a chance to safely and cleanly become a wealthy household head, what could be wrong with that?

To abandon home and career to seek survival in another country—simply settling down successfully would be no easy feat. They really shouldn’t ask for more…

Yan Changpu pressed his lips together without speaking. Yan Qing pulled at his sleeve, her face showing anxiety.

As his sleeve was tugged tighter and tighter, Yan Changpu’s face reddened. Finally, he couldn’t resist the pull of blood kinship.

“To speak candidly, this old man has one presumptuous request. I wonder if Your Highness might grant it?”

“Please speak, Uncle Yan.”

Yan Changpu said, “Your Highness knows that Qing’er is this old man’s only concern. If Your Highness doesn’t find her unworthy, could you give Qing’er a place to belong?”

“Such a small matter naturally requires no request from Uncle Yan. When we return to Dongning, this prince can personally arrange a marriage for Yan Qing.”

“That’s not what this old man means.”

Yan Changpu’s old face grew more and more embarrassed. He didn’t know whether Shen Qianyu was pretending not to understand or what. After pondering for a long while, he reluctantly said, “Can this old man ask Your Highness to give Qing’er a position?”

Shen Qianyu asked, “What kind of position does Uncle Yan refer to?”

At this point, Yan Changpu finally understood that Shen Qianyu had absolutely no interest in Yan Qing. He couldn’t help but feel disappointed, but to let Yan Qing give up, he still continued speaking: “If Your Highness doesn’t mind, you could take Qing’er into your household.”

“With Your Highness looking after her for the rest of her life, this old man would be at ease.”

“Oh…”

As if just now comprehending, Shen Qianyu drew out the sound in an exclamation: “So Yan Qing wishes to enter the Eastern Palace as a consort.”

This single statement made Yan Qing’s face explode with redness.

But Yan Changpu let out a long sigh.

With these words spoken, all of his past kindnesses to Shen Qianyu, all the friendship between the two of them, had collapsed overnight.

“This prince will think about it.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes and said, “Yan Qing is the daughter of this prince’s benefactor. Too low a position would truly be insulting. Currently in the Eastern Palace, only the Crown Princess position remains vacant—that wouldn’t be disgracing her.”

The sarcastic meaning in these words made Yan Changpu unable to help but bend his spine. Yan Qing’s face also turned deathly pale.

How could the Crown Prince of Dongning possibly marry a palace maid from Nanqing as his princess? Speaking such words, the intention to humiliate was extremely obvious.

Yan Changpu couldn’t utter another word. But Yan Qing mustered her courage and said, “Yan Qing’s life is humble. I dare not harbor other ambitions, only request to remain by Your Highness’s side to serve like an ox or horse.”

Her face flushed as she poured out in one breath: “Yan Qing has cherished feelings for Your Highness. For many years I’ve hoped for a chance to reunite with Your Highness.”

“I implore Your Highness to give Qing’er an opportunity to attend at your side.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “I’m afraid that won’t do.”

He looked at Yan Qing and said, “Dongning’s palace rules are very strict. Women without beauty or talent cannot enter the palace.”

Yan Changpu was so embarrassed his old face nearly shrank into his chest cavity. Yan Qing wanted to say more, but he grabbed her and pulled her away, gripping her wrist tightly.

“After so many years apart, we’ve truly caused Your Highness considerable trouble. This old man won’t disturb you further.”

Outside the tent, Ji Rong was waiting. Seeing the two emerge, he came forward to inquire. After settling them both, he returned to the tent to report.

Shen Qianyu was in an excellent mood, casually playing with a jade pendant. Seeing Ji Rong enter, he lazily asked, “Settled properly?”

Ji Rong nodded. He added, “Have someone watch those two. If there’s any unusual movement, inform this prince.”

Yan Qing’s little schemes—how could they be enough before him?

If not for Uncle Yan’s sake, he would have long since thrown her outside the camp to fend for herself. Why waste his energy being entangled for so many days?

Casting this matter from his mind, Shen Qianyu picked up brush and ink to claim credit with Song Wan.

He thoroughly described how Qin Rao had pestered him, how cleverly he had responded and countered her weak points, as well as how Yan Qing had leveraged past favors to make demands and even harbored designs on him—writing several pages in flowing script.

The most heavily emphasized portion was how unwavering his will was, stating that he absolutely could never go out once and bring back one or two women with ulterior motives.

Looking at the hasty handwriting, after Shen Qianyu finished writing, he gently brushed it flat and copied it over again.

When copying the section about his unwavering will, the man thought for a moment and added a few more lines with veiled criticism of Jiang Xingjian.

“This prince’s literary talent is brilliant, my sincere feelings leap from the page. Wan’er will surely rediscover her devoted love for this prince.”

Shen Qianyu nodded to himself, carefully sealing the letter.

Just as he was about to have Wan Xiao send it back to the capital, Ji Rong entered from outside, urgently reporting: “Master, Imperial Physician Yan has gone toward the Lan River to the east.”

Shen Qianyu let out a long sigh: “Follow this prince to take a look.”

Yan Changpu was a man with abundant kindness but insufficient resolve. He harbored goodwill, which was why he had extended a helping hand to him when he was in dire straits years ago. But also because of his lack of resolve, he was easily coerced by others.

Especially by close relations like Yan Qing.

Most likely after the father and daughter left just now, Yan Qing had pressured him into something else. Rather than lose his integrity in his later years, and with the intention of forcibly leaving behind an orphan to compel him to care for her, he had developed thoughts of death.

Shen Qianyu sighed softly, never imagining that what should have been a sincere and pure friendship from the past had degenerated to the point of jade tainted by fly droppings due to worldly contamination.

“Perhaps this is for the best.”

Striding forward, he quickened his pace intending to catch up to Yan Changpu, but only saw him walk to the riverside. Without any hesitation, he leapt upward and jumped directly into the river.

Chapter 192: Making a Vow
Before he could utter a single word, Shen Qianyu also jumped down after him.

Seeing his master jump into the river, Ji Rong didn’t dare delay and followed suit.

The Crown Prince falling into water was no small matter. In an instant, continuous splashing sounds echoed from both sides of the riverbank. When Yan Qing heard that her father and the Crown Prince had fallen into the water simultaneously, she was so frightened her limbs went weak as she stumbled running toward the river.

Fortunately, by the time she arrived, Shen Qianyu had already rescued Yan Changpu from the river.

Qin Rao nestled in the bare-chested man’s embrace, one hand hooked around his neck while the other pressed against the wound on her face as she smiled watching the commotion.

Her gaze occasionally swept over Yan Qing’s panicked and shocked expression, feeling increasingly delighted in her heart.

Originally she had thought the barbarian slave valued Yan Qing greatly, but now it appeared she wasn’t even worth as much as an old man. Qin Rao giggled charmingly, her voice extremely grating.

“Father, Father, are you alright?”

Helping up Yan Changpu, whose breath was faint as gossamer, Yan Qing’s tears fell endlessly.

Yan Changpu’s face was deathly pale, unable to speak a word. But Shen Qianyu stood up completely soaked, his expression indifferent as he said, “Uncle Yan, this prince considers the life-saving debt repaid.”

The moment his words fell, Yan Qing raised her head full of shock.

But Yan Changpu secretly breathed a sigh of relief, looking at Shen Qianyu with a trace of imperceptible gratitude.

This debt of gratitude had actually been a burden for him, and now he had finally unloaded this weight.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince…”

Yan Qing stood up dazedly, but Shen Qianyu walked toward his tent without looking back.

Qin Rao looked at Yan Qing’s foolish expression and laughed wildly.

“Father…”

Ji Rong came forward to help Yan Changpu up, not even sparing Yan Qing a glance.

“His Highness has arranged horses and carriages for you, sir. We’ll send you off today.”

Yan Qing followed behind the two, asking in confusion: “Leave? Leave to go where? His Highness the Crown Prince once said he would save us father and daughter…”

Ji Rong smiled: “Leave the camp. As for where to go, our Highness doesn’t care.”

“I need to see His Highness…”

Yan Qing turned and walked toward Shen Qianyu’s tent. When she reached the entrance, she was blocked by Wan Xiao.

“The horses and carriage to send Imperial Physician Yan are already prepared. If Miss Yan doesn’t leave, you won’t be able to catch up to your own father shortly.”

“I need to see His Highness the Crown Prince.”

Wan Xiao laughed coldly: “How can the Crown Prince be someone you can see whenever you wish? Miss Yan should recognize her own status as soon as possible.”

“His Highness has words—if Miss Yan doesn’t leave today, you may return to the Nanqing camp tonight. The Princess values Miss Yan greatly and must still be waiting for you.”

“The Crown Prince… truly won’t acknowledge even half a trace of past affection? Won’t leave even a thread of survival?”

Wan Xiao crossed his hands in his sleeves, his tone mocking: “If this supervisor had to say it, His Highness and Miss Yan probably have no past affection to speak of. That bit of past affection with Imperial Physician Yan has also been fully repaid today.”

“As for Miss Yan’s so-called thread of survival…”

Wan Xiao shrugged: “No one cares whether you live or die.”

Yan Qing’s eyes filled with despair, looking at Wan Xiao with brimming tears. Just as she wanted to argue further, Wan Xiao said: “Nanqing has sent someone to receive Miss Yan. Please return.”

Finally knowing that Shen Qianyu held not half a trace of feelings for her, Yan Qing bit her teeth, completely giving up hope, and hurriedly chased after the carriage sending Yan Changpu away.

Having dispatched the person, Wan Xiao entered the tent to report back to Shen Qianyu.

“You’ve come at the perfect time. Help this prince.”

Inside the tent, water vapor filled the air. Shen Qianyu walked out of the bathing tub bare-chested.

He casually picked up a red-hot branding iron in his hand and passed it to Wan Xiao.

“Here.”

Wan Xiao looked at that glaring character for “slave” and frowned deeply.

“Your Highness wishes to… destroy this brand?”

Shen Qianyu said: “I cannot do it in the palace.”

If Wan’er knew he was injured, she would surely ache for him terribly. He didn’t wish to see Wan’er distressed because of him.

In the past, he kept all matters of Nanqing stored in his heart, unable to let them go.

Whether the suffering or the meager kindness Uncle Yan had once given him—all had lingered within for many years without resolution. But after today’s events, he discovered that those past matters truly weren’t as important as he had thought.

Those hatreds, that unwillingness—they had become insignificant with the passage of time, of no consequence.

He no longer cared about this slave brand now, but Wan’er would surely care.

Thinking of this, Shen Qianyu smiled faintly.

His Wan’er was most proper about rules, yet she would take initiative to place kisses on this brand.

She must have ached for him that day…

A sharp pain came from his shoulder. Shen Qianyu suddenly gripped the chair’s edge tightly and glared at Wan Xiao.

“Why did you suddenly act without warning?”

Not giving anyone even half a moment’s preparation!

Wan Xiao removed the red-hot branding iron with one hand while sprinkling medicinal powder on the wound with the other, saying innocently: “Your Highness had such a smile on your face, how would you know pain?”

Casually grabbing the soft cloth prepared nearby, Wan Xiao efficiently bandaged the wound: “Done.”

“…”

Shen Qianyu wore a wooden expression on his face, pausing briefly before putting on his inner garment and outer robe.

The pain in his shoulder caused discomfort throughout his body. At this moment, he only wanted to return to Song Wan’s side. If Wan’er were beside him, she would surely coax him gently. With someone speaking to him in soft, tender tones to accompany him, how could he hurt this much?

The more he thought, the more urgent he felt. After arranging his clothes properly, Shen Qianyu ordered the camp to be broken.

After he had Qin Rao firmly in his grasp, she became obedient. She merely followed along on the desperate rush toward the capital.

The journey that should have taken until the end of the month was forcibly shortened by over ten full days.

Qin Rao could still maintain her seductive bearing earlier, but now even her eyelids wouldn’t open.

“Princess, the Crown Prince of Dongning requests an audience.”

“What is he here for?”

Huai Jun said: “This subordinate doesn’t know.”

Qin Rao wearily waved her hand, having them let him through.

As soon as Shen Qianyu entered the tent, he spoke directly: “This prince needs to enter the palace. Today is your final deadline.”

Qin Rao looked at him coldly, just about to dangle his appetite for a few lines. But unexpectedly, Shen Qianyu turned and walked away.

His heart yearned for home like an arrow—he had absolutely no mind to waste on those pointless matters with Qin Rao. His only thought right now was to return to the palace, return to properly hold Wan’er, and also let Wan’er be intimate with him.

Qin Rao had thought Shen Qianyu was merely posturing. Who knew that with one moment of inattention, he was about to walk out of the camp tent.

“Wait a moment.”

She bit her teeth and chased after him. Shen Qianyu’s face showed complete impatience, his anxious expression extremely obvious.

Qin Rao frowned: “Why are you so eager to return to the Dongning Imperial Palace?”

Shen Qianyu didn’t answer and turned to leave again. Qin Rao was so angry she couldn’t even muster her temper. She could only hurriedly take out Qin Zhan’s written agreement ceding cities to him.

“Yidu?”

Shen Qianyu scoffed: “An isolated fortress, desolate and barren land stretching thousands of miles—don’t want it.”

Casually tossing Qin Zhan’s written agreement aside, Shen Qianyu wore an expressionless face and was about to leave when Qin Rao fiercely grabbed him again.

“Wait.”

Her face full of hesitation, she pulled out another written agreement from her bosom. Before Qin Rao could hand it to Shen Qianyu, he snatched it away.

“Feng Commandery?”

Shen Qianyu smiled lightly: “A fine place.”

Qin Rao blocked him, her face grave: “If you accept Imperial Brother’s Feng Commandery, you must fully assist Imperial Brother.”

“Naturally so.”

“How could there be any reason in the world to freely receive another’s possessions? This prince will naturally fully assist Qin Zhan.”

Qin Rao bit her teeth: “You must make a vow.”

“I, Shen Qianyu, vow that if I violate this promise, I shall have no fate with the throne in this lifetime. How about that?”

“Not enough. I want you to marry me as a consort until Imperial Brother has stabilized the court.”

Chapter 193: Fine Gifts
“Marry you?”

As if hearing some joke, Shen Qianyu flicked his two fingers and tossed Qin Zhan’s written agreement away.

This time, no matter how much Qin Rao called after him, he never turned back.

Leaving Wan Xiao behind to await the imperial edict, Shen Qianyu himself hurriedly returned to the palace. After paying respects to Emperor Wenhui, he rushed straight toward Laiyi Pavilion.

Having received news of the Crown Prince’s return to the palace, Song Wan had already been waiting in the courtyard. Though her expression showed nothing, her heart was quite anxious.

She had missed that person for quite some time.

When Shen Qianyu walked in from outside, he saw Song Wan wearing a goose-yellow palace dress, eagerly looking forward to his arrival. Upon seeing him, she merely blushed faintly with a gentle, shallow smile. But just this one smile settled the man’s heart that had been filled with anxiety ever since his departure.

His Wan’er still held affection for him.

Shen Qianyu walked forward, raising his hand wanting to touch Song Wan’s cheek. But just as he extended it before her eyes, he felt it improper.

His Wan’er was thin-skinned and disliked any intimate gestures from him in public most of all.

Just as Shen Qianyu was about to withdraw his hand, Song Wan grasped it.

The young woman’s cheeks flushed crimson as she pressed his hand lightly against her face, brushing past it before quickly releasing it.

Shen Qianyu’s breathing quickened. He felt even his ear tips were about to catch fire.

The man’s voice turned husky as he mumbled: “I’m covered in dust from the road and dirty, otherwise I would hold you.”

His tone carried several traces of imperceptible grievance, making Song Wan’s heart soften and ache for him terribly.

Taking Shen Qianyu’s hand, Song Wan said softly: “I had Heng Zhi prepare water. Would you like to wash up?”

“Wash…”

Coughing lightly, Shen Qianyu pretended to consider for a moment.

But his mouth stretched all the way to his ears, and the expression in his eyes became evasive and uncertain—truly not appearing like someone who needed to hesitate and think.

He would wash up in Wan’er’s bathhouse?

Just thinking of this, Shen Qianyu felt his mind grow dizzy, as if everything before his eyes had been covered with a layer of white gauze, becoming hazy.

Seeing this, Song Wan’s face showed embarrassment, yet she couldn’t help but laugh.

The two held hands and walked into Laiyi Pavilion. Shen Qianyu removed his outer garments and headed toward the bathhouse behind the sleeping chamber.

But just after taking two steps, he turned back and said in a low voice: “Could Wan’er accompany me nearby? I’ve missed you terribly and only wish to look at you.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan didn’t hesitate and walked forward with a smile on her face.

She still carried in her bosom the letter Shen Qianyu had sent someone to deliver some time ago.

Earlier she had been holding it in her hands reading it again. Though she had already committed every sentence to heart, rereading it still brought eight or nine parts of joy.

Thinking of Shen Qianyu’s veiled criticism of others hidden in the letter, Song Wan found him utterly adorable.

This was probably what they meant by “love me, love my dog.”

When one held affection for that person, everything they did seemed delightful.

Leading Shen Qianyu into the bathhouse, the man bashfully undressed while Song Wan covered her face nearby, smiling endlessly.

Water vapor filled the room, steaming in the summer heat with a somewhat sticky, lingering quality. Song Wan sat on a small wooden stool, her cheeks flushed as she hummed softly with laughter.

The sound of splashing water came to her ears. Shen Qianyu said: “Wan’er, look at me.”

Song Wan raised her eyes and saw the man leaning against the edge of the wooden tub, staring at her with dark, luminous eyes.

She blinked, and the man followed with a foolish smile.

She frowned slightly, and the man anxiously struggled, creating splashes of water everywhere.

The two gazed at each other for a long while until Song Wan, her face and ears completely red, turned her head. Only then did she notice the scar on Shen Qianyu’s shoulder.

She walked forward, extending her finger to repeatedly stroke and examine it.

Shen Qianyu’s body stiffened as he allowed her to move as she pleased.

“Did Your Highness do this yourself?”

Shen Qianyu said: “Wan Xiao did it. He came from being a Torture Superintendent—he’s extremely skilled at such matters.”

“When he wants someone to feel pain they feel pain; when he doesn’t want them to feel pain they don’t feel pain.”

Pressing Song Wan’s palm against his face, Shen Qianyu said: “So it didn’t hurt.”

“Nonsense.”

Song Wan raised her hand, using her fingertips to gently trace his brows and eyes. Her eyes overflowed with tender affection, but she didn’t know where to begin speaking.

Passion surged in Shen Qianyu’s chest, yet he dared not act rashly toward Song Wan, afraid of showing any eager appearance that might cause his Wan’er to feel disgust.

After thinking for a long while, he could only stretch his neck upward, hinting to Song Wan.

The man looked up. Song Wan gazed at his handsome brows and eyes, feeling they clearly and distinctly read the four characters: “Wan’er, kiss me.”

Song Wan smiled softly, supporting his face as she lowered her head for a kiss.

Being treated with such tenderness by the one he loved, Shen Qianyu twisted his body and splashed about in the water. Song Wan took a nearby dry, soft cloth and carefully began drying his hair.

“Your Highness must not do this in the future. You cannot do things that harm your body for Wan’er again.”

Shen Qianyu took Song Wan’s hand, seeming both curious and affectionate as he pinched her fingertips, then gently traced the lines in her palm.

Song Wan’s palm tickled from his antics, yet she still indulgently let him continue.

“It’s not for Wan’er, it’s for myself.”

“It’s that I myself couldn’t stand to look at that thing.”

“Your Highness is lying.”

“I haven’t lied to Wan’er.”

The two bantered back and forth intimately, without any of the unfamiliarity or distance that should come from many days apart.

Shen Qianyu changed his clothes and lay on the couch pillowing his head on Song Wan’s knees, one arm wrapped around her waist, firmly trapping her in his embrace.

The many days of travel had exhausted him terribly, yet upon seeing his Wan’er, he felt exceptionally excited and truly couldn’t rest.

“I just kept dangling Qin Rao along like this all the way, leaving her completely confused.”

“Qin Rao thought she could use Uncle Yan and his daughter to manipulate me. She never imagined I wouldn’t take the bait at all, so she lost her composure.”

“I knew about Nanqing’s internal chaos from the start, so from the very beginning I kept rushing forward, exhausting her until she was dizzy and had no time to think carefully. Plus, I continuously angered her along the way—with Qin Rao’s temperament, she would surely make mistakes from being provoked to fury.”

His fingertips played with the ends of Song Wan’s hair, the man unable to put it down.

Song Wan asked: “Does Your Highness truly not want Feng Commandery?”

Shen Qianyu nodded: “If I have to marry her, forget Feng Commandery—even if they gave me all of Nanqing, I wouldn’t want it.”

“Just looking at her is annoying.”

Acting spoiled, he tightened his arms and hummed: “Besides, Feng Commandery is located in a crucial area of Nanqing. It seems like a juicy piece of meat, but in reality Dongning can’t swallow it at all. To take Feng Commandery in hand would require sending troops to Nanqing.”

“And if I send troops, Qin Zhan will definitely make an issue of it.”

Song Wan nodded: “Even if he doesn’t borrow your momentum, he’ll use this as an excuse to temporarily halt Nanqing’s internal chaos.”

Whether Qin Zhan borrowed their power or Nanqing’s internal chaos paused to catch its breath, neither was a good thing for Dongning.

Offering Feng Commandery both implied a request for help and had the purpose of confusing Dongning so they wouldn’t strike at Nanqing at this time, creating internal and external troubles.

“Though Qin Zhan is cruel and inhumane, his imperial tactics cannot be underestimated.”

Unwilling to hear Song Wan praise others, Shen Qianyu snorted: “This move might work on Emperor Wenhui, but I’m afraid it won’t work well on me.”

“If Your Highness doesn’t accept Feng Commandery, His Majesty’s side will be difficult to explain to.”

“If His Majesty learns of the Feng Commandery matter, he’ll probably want Your Highness to marry the Nanqing Princess as a consort.”

After all, Emperor Wenhui had feared Nanqing’s national power for a long time. If Nanqing showed goodwill, he would certainly accept.

Shen Qianyu said: “I won’t accept Feng Commandery, but I will accept the written agreement. As for Qin Rao, I have a solution.”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan pondered briefly and quickly understood his meaning.

As the two were expressing their hearts in the room, Ji Rong and three young eunuchs carried in a massive chest.

Song Wan asked in confusion: “What is this?”

Shen Qianyu smiled: “These are fine gifts I gathered outside to give to Wan’er.”

Song Wan was somewhat curious when Shen Qianyu suddenly remembered something and sat up: “Wan’er, don’t open it, don’t open it.”

Chapter 194: Scheming
Hurriedly getting off the couch, Shen Qianyu pressed down on the chest with lowered eyes, saying nothing.

“This… some things are not convenient.”

“Then shall this consort have someone help Your Highness send it to the sleeping chamber?”

Song Wan took a step back, distancing herself a bit from the chest.

“No need. These things are meant for Wan’er.”

Shen Qianyu pressed one hand on the chest while extending the other toward Song Wan. That slight step back she had just taken made Shen Qianyu feel extremely pained.

His Wan’er was too cautious and sensitive. He didn’t know when she would be able to act more freely with him.

Thinking of what was inside the chest, Shen Qianyu’s face reddened.

It would be best if she were like that… that uninhibited.

Song Wan saw his face alternate between anxiety and slight embarrassment, making it truly impossible to discern what he was thinking.

“Then shall this consort have Heng Zhi store this chest away first, and when Your Highness finds it convenient, we can open it then?”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “We need to open it. I’ll do it myself.”

With that, he raised his hand to unseal the strips on the box and lifted the chest lid.

The contents were revealed before Song Wan. She looked down and saw only some ordinary items—nothing she couldn’t look at.

“These are straw sandals I selected for Wan’er when I passed near the Lan River.”

“According to a local elderly woman, these straw sandals are light and practical—almost everyone wears them. I know you won’t have use for them, but I wanted you to see them.”

Handing the delicately woven straw sandals to Song Wan, she received them and was truly surprised and curious as she examined them for a while.

“Wan’er has never seen these before.”

Shen Qianyu smiled: “I’ve seen them, so I wanted Wan’er to see them too. This way you can know where I’ve been and what I’ve done.”

Even among aristocratic families, not even the lowest sweeping servants wore straw sandals, so naturally she had never seen them.

Taking out a bolt of coarse cloth from the chest, Shen Qianyu said: “The Lan River is where Uncle Yan jumped.”

As he spoke, he shook out the cloth in his hands: “Look at this.”

“This pattern is quite peculiar.”

Song Wan gently touched the cloth, feeling it rough and prickly to the hand, but the floral patterns on it had a unique rustic charm.

“The cloth seller said this pattern was hammered on with fresh flowers and grass, one strike at a time. I’d never seen it before, so I bought it back to show you.”

Taking out items from the chest one by one, Shen Qianyu told Song Wan the origin and use of each one. Song Wan curiously touched and looked at them, thoroughly delighted.

She had never seen these things before.

“This clay figurine is truly quite rare.”

The palm-sized clay figurine was made with an endearingly naive appearance. She played with it, her eyes full of novel delight.

“It’s not rare at all—the streets are full of these things.”

Song Wan pressed her lips together, smiling lightly without speaking.

Seeing this pained Shen Qianyu’s heart, so he said: “Don’t worry, Wan’er. From now on in the palace, I’ll be with you. Confining two people together won’t be dull.”

He spoke sincerely. Song Wan was first startled, then smiled and gently nodded.

Only an indigo bundle remained in the chest. Upon seeing this item, Shen Qianyu suddenly became evasive.

“This… this isn’t for Wan’er. This… this belongs to Wan Xiao.”

Taking the indigo bundle from the chest, Shen Qianyu had Heng Zhi find a lockable box and locked it inside.

“Keep this thing here with Wan’er for now. When Wan Xiao has time later, I’ll have him take it away.”

Song Wan nodded, not dwelling on his abnormal behavior. She just smiled and had Heng Zhi put it away.

She trusted the Crown Prince. For some harmless small matters, she wouldn’t interrogate him about every detail.

As the two were conversing, Ji Rong came to report that Qin Rao was seeking him urgently. Seeing this, Song Wan said: “Your Highness should go. Don’t cause the Princess to become unnecessarily suspicious.”

“It’s fine. The more I delay accepting Feng Commandery, the more anxious she becomes to push it onto me.”

Though Qin Rao’s moods were unpredictable, her thoughts were fairly easy to guess.

The more pampered a person, the less they could tolerate others defying them. Fortunately, Qin Zhan was naturally suspicious by nature, which was why he had Qin Rao come negotiate with him—this allowed him to seize the initiative.

“Just keep delaying until tonight before she enters the palace.”

The Nanqing delegation had just arrived and was currently staying at the capital’s guesthouse. Once settled, they would surely enter the palace to pay respects to Emperor Wenhui. Shen Qianyu wanted everything settled before they entered the palace to see Emperor Wenhui, preventing Emperor Wenhui from acting recklessly in Nanqing’s affairs.

“Wan’er.”

Song Wan looked at Shen Qianyu.

Shen Qianyu said in a low voice: “I’m annoyed.”

Just after being intimate with his Wan’er, he had to go see Qin Rao again—truly quite vexing.

Knowing he was deliberately seeking her affection, but seeing Shen Qianyu like this, Song Wan still felt inexplicably pained.

She extended her arms around the man’s waist, saying softly: “How about this?”

“Still a bit annoyed…”

Song Wan tightened her arms, smiling softly: “How about this?”

Shen Qianyu lowered his head and held her tightly in his embrace, as if wanting to fuse his beloved back into his bones and blood.

After holding her for a long while, Song Wan finally said quietly: “Your Highness should go find the Nanqing Princess. If you’re too late, you might miss important matters.”

“Can’t miss it. Hold a bit longer.”

“No, hold for another quarter hour.”

Knowing Song Wan indulged him, Shen Qianyu hummed as he negotiated terms with her.

Indeed, the two had not seen each other for quite some time. Song Wan’s longing was no less than Shen Qianyu’s. Hearing this, she also quietly held her beloved, stealing this moment from their busy schedules.

Only when Ji Rong came to urge again did Shen Qianyu reluctantly let go.

“I need to leave the palace. I won’t return tonight, so sleep early and don’t wait for me.”

Tonight he still had to pay respects to Emperor Wenhui together with the Nanqing people. The court would host a banquet, and who knew how late all the miscellaneous matters would keep him busy. If he came to disturb her late at night, Wan’er surely wouldn’t rest well.

“Tomorrow the palace will probably hold a grand banquet to host the Nanqing delegation. I’m afraid I won’t be able to come see you tomorrow either…”

The man’s tone grew increasingly plaintive. Hearing this, Song Wan smiled and coaxed him: “After the banquet, Your Highness can come accompany Wan’er. Wan’er will keep waiting at Laiyi Pavilion for Your Highness.”

“Mm…”

Shen Qianyu drew out a long response, the lingering reluctance in it making Song Wan’s ears flush.

By the time he left Laiyi Pavilion, more than half the day had passed. Qin Rao had long been left waiting until she was irritable and restless.

She had never suffered such humiliation. The more she thought about it, the more indignant she became.

“Princess, the Crown Prince of Dongning has arrived.”

Shen Qianyu walked into the main hall of the guesthouse. Looking at the grinding-teeth Qin Rao, he said indifferently: “You’ve sought this prince repeatedly. What exactly do you want to do?”

Qin Rao handed Shen Qianyu the written agreement ceding territory: “This Princess hopes your word will be as good as gold, and that you’ll assist Imperial Brother in stabilizing the throne in the future.”

Shen Qianyu received the document. After glancing at it twice, he handed it to Wan Xiao.

“Lady Aman has died. Did you know?”

“What did you say?”

Qin Rao’s eyes widened. She didn’t yet know of Imperial Aunt’s death.

“You have people in the palace?”

Shen Qianyu laughed coldly: “Do you think only Qin Zhan is clever and everyone else is a fool?”

“Though Lady Aman is now dead, Prince Ning still lives. Qin Zhan’s position is still insecure, so…”

“The attitude of one seeking help—the Princess should maintain it more properly.”

Finished speaking, Shen Qianyu walked out of the guesthouse.

As soon as he emerged, he handed Qin Zhan’s written agreement for ceding territory to Wan Xiao: “Take this to the Court of State Ceremonial, then send it to Minister Song. Before Qin Rao enters the palace, make sure everyone in the court, high and low, knows that the Nanqing sovereign is respectfully presenting Feng Commandery to this prince.”

Chapter 195: Falling Into the Trap
“Your Highness has excellent strategy.”

Wan Xiao carefully folded the territorial cession document and placed it in his sleeve, smiling: “If this subordinate hasn’t guessed wrong, Your Highness toyed with the Nanqing Princess all along the way precisely for today, correct?”

His master had suppressed Qin Rao the entire journey, stoking her full of anger until she lost her rationality. By now, her mind was full of only wanting to oppose his master, with no other thoughts.

This written agreement was handed over so easily—the Princess would surely regret it when she met Emperor Wenhui tonight.

Shen Qianyu scoffed: “If His Majesty knew such a thing existed, forget making this prince marry Qin Rao—even if he arranged a marriage for this prince with a meat pig from the imperial kitchen, he would do it. How could this prince succeed without planning ahead?”

Sending his son to Nanqing as a hostage was a humiliation Emperor Wenhui could never wash away in his lifetime. With the Nanqing sovereign offering up Feng Commandery, how could he easily give up such merit?

Shen Qianyu wanted to strike first, seizing Feng Commandery in hand and stepping on Qin Zhan to claim this prestige for himself.

With Feng Commandery in hand, Emperor Wenhui wouldn’t be coerced by Qin Rao into making her Crown Princess.

He could also use this to win over the court ministers and establish his reputation.

Such a plan that killed several birds with one stone—even Shen Qianyu himself couldn’t help but want to praise it.

“Find some people to protect Wan’er. Don’t let Qin Rao get near her.”

“This subordinate understands.”

Shen Qianyu said: “Also spread word about how Qin Rao has numerous male companions around her and daily revelry. This prince doesn’t want any chance of complications.”

Even if Emperor Wenhui arranged a marriage between him and Qin Rao, he had ways to refuse. But Shen Qianyu truly didn’t want even the slightest connection with Qin Rao.

Wan Xiao nodded. After thinking, he asked: “Did Lady Aman really die?”

“How would this prince know whether she’s dead or alive?”

He was merely taking advantage of the great distance between the two countries and the inconvenience of information transmission to deceive Qin Rao. Based on his understanding of Qin Rao, if she knew Lady Aman was dead and only Prince Ning remained to compete with Qin Zhan for the Nanqing throne, she would surely think Qin Zhan superior to both and regain three parts of her arrogance.

And he wanted Qin Rao to be arrogant—that way, pinning crimes on her later wouldn’t seem abrupt.

Wan Xiao nodded, silently thinking “cunning,” then prepared to handle official matters. But he heard Shen Qianyu say: “There’s one thing…”

He touched his nose and coughed lightly: “I left some things at Wan’er’s place. She probably won’t ask about them, but just in case she or her maids inquire, say they’re yours.”

Wan Xiao asked in confusion: “What things?”

“Mind your own business. In any case, they’re useful things.”

“…”

Wan Xiao watched his master stride away after speaking, without the slightest hesitation.

He helplessly clicked his tongue twice before going about his business.

Though no grand banquet was held today, when Qin Rao entered the palace to pay respects to Emperor Wenhui, she changed into relatively dignified palace attire and, extremely rarely, wiped away the heavy makeup on her face, applying only a thin layer of powder.

“Princess, please review.”

A Nanqing female official handed a gilt bronze mirror to Qin Rao. Taking it in hand, Qin Rao’s eyes darkened.

Her face was covered with fine, small wounds. The injury Shen Qianyu had inflicted on her jaw days ago was especially obvious.

“Useless.”

With a thud, she threw the bronze mirror on the table. Though furious in her heart, Qin Rao didn’t erupt.

“Princess…”

A bare-chested man knelt on the ground, inviting her to ride on him. But Qin Rao kicked his shoulder: “Get lost.”

Just as she was about to go outside and board the palanquin to enter the palace, Huai Jun suddenly rushed in from outside, saying anxiously: “Princess, that Dongning Crown Prince has made the matter of the sovereign ceding Feng Commandery known to everyone. Even within the delegation… everyone knows.”

“Why are you panicking? Since I’ve given it to him, this Princess isn’t afraid of others knowing.”

Though Qin Rao’s expression wasn’t pleasant, she had already guessed that Shen Qianyu would use this matter to make a show and claim unparalleled merit for himself.

Something already anticipated—why panic?

Lightly adjusting the phoenix-wrapped begonia hairpin on her head, Qin Rao was about to leave when she heard Huai Jun speak again: “But that Dongning Crown Prince says the sovereign presented the Feng Commandery document to thank Dongning for helping him assassinate the old sovereign.”

“Outrageous! What nonsense is he spouting?”

Qin Rao’s eyes instantly turned red. Before long, her eyes were streaked with blood vessels from anger.

Her mission to Dongning was originally under the pretense of coming to Dongning to demand accountability.

Some time ago, there were rumors that her father emperor was secretly assassinated by the Dongning Emperor and Crown Prince. Imperial Brother used this as an excuse to arrange for her to come to Dongning.

Ostensibly to demand accountability, in reality she came to seek a lifeline for Imperial Brother.

But now unexpectedly…

“That wretch dares to play this Princess for a fool?”

If the accusation of colluding with an enemy nation’s crown prince to commit patricide and seize power spread to Nanqing, Prince Ning would definitely use this as leverage to impeach Imperial Brother.

“Princess, what should we do now?”

Huai Jun frowned, not daring at all to mention that the territorial cession document had been handed over too rashly.

Thinking back now, that Dongning Crown Prince had been angering the Princess the entire way. He played hard to get, making the Princess fall into his cunning trap. Now that the territorial cession document had been handed over, no matter how he fabricated things, they could only forcibly acknowledge it.

Qin Rao bit her teeth, her cheeks twitching violently.

Only after her cheeks had twitched almost to the point of spasm, and Huai Jun had gently massaged her for a long while to relieve the tension, did Qin Rao say with blood-red eyes: “Do you think Lady Aman could truly have fallen and died as that barbarian slave claimed?”

Huai Jun shook his head, looking at Qin Rao.

If Lady Aman were truly so easy to deal with, she wouldn’t have stood in a tripartite confrontation with Prince Ning and the sovereign for years.

“This Princess also thinks not.”

Qin Rao’s face was ferocious: “He’s been lying to me the entire way, even going so far as to swear on the Dongning throne.”

Extending her hand, Qin Rao said: “Bring this Princess’s scorpion-tail whip. This Princess needs to enter the palace and properly ask that barbarian slave why he’s done this.”

Huai Jun nodded and walked out with Qin Rao.

Just as they reached outside, a Nanqing delegation accompanying official came forward to question them.

But the moment that person opened his mouth, Qin Rao lashed him across the chest with her whip.

“Ah…”

A large chunk of flesh was torn from that person’s chest. The surrounding people immediately fell silent, not daring to utter another word.

“Those who know what’s good for them won’t provoke this Princess’s bad luck. Everything else can wait until I return from the Dongning Imperial Palace.”

With a sweep of her long sleeves, Qin Rao tucked the scorpion-tail whip into her sleeve and boarded the palace palanquin.

Wan Xiao spread all sorts of unspeakable rumors everywhere. Before Qin Rao even entered the palace, she had already caused discomfort among many ministers. Emperor Wenhui had also heard something. After listening, he could only set aside certain thoughts.

“Nanqing’s Qin Rao pays respects to the sovereign of Dongning.”

Upon meeting Emperor Wenhui, Qin Rao didn’t perform a kneeling bow. She merely cupped her hands and that was that.

Shen Qianyu sat in the seat below Emperor Wenhui. Seeing this, he slightly curved his lips.

The corner of his brow lifted slightly, full of provocation. Qin Rao’s gaze swept across his face but she didn’t speak a word before quickly looking away.

“The Princess has been exhausted from the long journey—truly hardship. Someone, grant the Nanqing Princess a seat.”

A eunuch brought over a chair. Qin Rao sat down with a gloomy expression.

Her gaze swept across the great hall. After looking around the circle, it landed on the woman beside Shen Qianyu.

Though this was a welcoming banquet, Emperor Wenhui, Shen Qianyu, Song Yuning, and even Jiang Man, who hadn’t appeared in public for a long time, were all present—showing Emperor Wenhui’s regard for Nanqing.

Seeing this, Qin Rao slightly pressed her lips together. After thinking for a moment, she spoke: “Qin Rao thanks His Majesty for the hospitality. But this Princess has one presumptuous request. I wonder if His Majesty might grant it?”

But before Emperor Wenhui could inquire, Shen Qianyu interrupted her words.

Chapter 196: Playing the Qin
Shen Qianyu said, “Is the Princess troubled by the matter of accommodation?”

“When the Princess was in Nanqing, she lived in pampered luxury. Upon arriving in Dongning, she should not suffer any neglect. Naturally, this courier station is unsuitable for habitation. However, Father Emperor has already ordered the construction of a Nanqing Pavilion outside the Separate Palace for the Princess. The Princess need not worry about this matter.”

Speaking to this point, Shen Qianyu paused slightly. “As for the numerous male favorites and companions following the Princess, they too will be settled. This Prince will properly arrange them out of consideration for the Princess’s affections.”

As soon as the words “male companions” and “male favorites” were spoken, the expressions of everyone in the hall became subtle.

Unable to contain her anger, Qin Rao couldn’t help but retort, “How does the Crown Prince know that this Princess lived in pampered luxury and that Dongning must exhaust its people and drain its resources to build a pavilion? If the Crown Prince truly wishes to be hospitable, it would be no impediment for this Princess to reside in the palace.”

Upon hearing this, Emperor Wenhui laughed heartily. “What difficulty is there in residing in the palace? Today I shall issue an edict to have Zhaoxia Hall prepared. The Princess may move in immediately.”

After speaking, Emperor Wenhui waved his hand for the people of the Bell and Drum Bureau to continue playing.

As the drumbeats sounded, Qin Rao realized she had once again fallen into a trap set by Shen Qianyu.

He had deliberately interrupted her, his purpose being to prevent her from voicing her desire to become mistress of the Eastern Palace. Moreover, he had deliberately disparaged her before Emperor Wenhui as having numerous male favorites, completely eliminating her opportunity to make such a request.

Qin Rao tightly gripped the skirt on her lap, seething with anger.

She had originally planned to become the Crown Princess of Dongning, binding herself firmly to Shen Qianyu, forcing him to take action to stabilize his wife’s family’s power.

Yet she had not expected him to refuse repeatedly.

Qin Rao raised her head, her gaze malicious as she looked toward Shen Qianyu.

However, Shen Qianyu merely smiled faintly, his eyes full of mockery.

“Your Highness…”

Qi Qingling was somewhat nervous, speaking out in a thin, hoarse voice. Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look at her.

For today’s welcoming banquet, it was truly improper that not a single concubine from the Eastern Palace attended. Shen Qianyu never easily brought Song Wan before others, so he could only inquire of Qi Qingling.

Although Qi Qingling only held the rank of Good Lady, neither Shang Rong, Wu Xixiang, nor any of the others were suitable.

Carefully tucking her six fingers into her sleeves, Qi Qingling raised her head slightly and said, “Does the Princess of Nanqing hold some enmity toward Your Highness?”

That princess had been glaring at her through gritted teeth for quite a while. She was truly frightened and finally couldn’t help but ask.

“It’s nothing. You need not concern yourself.”

The sound of music was unceasing in the hall. Qi Qingling’s voice was thin and weak, so Shen Qianyu had to lower his head and lean close to speak with her. In Qin Rao’s eyes, this scene became one of deliberate humiliation.

He was telling her that he would rather treat with gentleness a woman whose appearance could barely be called delicate and whose birth was lowly, than give her the slightest opportunity to become Crown Princess.

Qin Rao carefully observed Qi Qingling, thinking she was indeed the type of delicate and frail woman that ordinary men would find appealing.

When the piece ended, everyone in the hall lacked enthusiasm. Just as Emperor Wenhui was preparing to have the banquet dismissed, Qin Rao suddenly said, “I wonder if the Crown Prince’s Good Lady might perform to relieve this Princess’s boredom?”

“Impossible.”

Shen Qianyu answered coldly. Qin Rao abruptly stood up. Seeing this, Emperor Wenhui said, “The Princess of Nanqing has traveled from afar. What great matter is it for the Crown Prince’s Good Lady to perform and amuse the Princess?”

Having obtained Nanqing’s written agreement to cede territory, with such a thing in hand he could now die without regrets. How could he still care about a Crown Prince’s Good Lady’s face?

“You…”

Emperor Wenhui did not know Qi Qingling’s name, so he merely gestured lightly, indicating she should do as Qin Rao said.

Jiang Man, whose eyes were wooden, hearing this, looked coldly at Emperor Wenhui. Song Yuning lowered her eyes to conceal the contempt within them.

Just as Shen Qianyu was about to say something more, Qi Qingling slowly stood up.

The Crown Prince had protected them greatly. She had nothing with which to repay him. Not causing him trouble on her account would count as repayment.

Qi Qingling stood and walked to the center of the hall. After paying respects to Emperor Wenhui, Consort Jiang, Consort Yun, and others, she had the people of the Bell and Drum Bureau bring over a qin.

Song Yuning watched her movements, thinking to herself that in the entire Eastern Palace, aside from Wan’er, only Qi Qingling’s appearance at the Crown Prince’s side was not incongruous.

With a resonant note, the sound of the qin rang out, and everyone raised their heads together to look at the one playing.

No one had expected that Good Lady Qi, plain in appearance, possessed such superior skill with the qin.

Moreover, when Qi Qingling played the qin, her entire person seemed to burst forth with a captivating charm. She appeared to emerge from a timid and shrinking shell, suddenly shining brilliantly.

When the piece ended, everyone in the hall remained immersed in the sound of her qin, unable to return to their senses for a long while.

Even Shen Qianyu, who had no understanding of music, had to praise it as wonderful.

When she returned to her seat, Qi Qingling’s face was flushed red, her heart surging with excitement.

“Reward her.”

Emperor Wenhui was beaming with joy, his manner suggesting proud satisfaction.

Everyone wore smiling expressions, except the members of the Nanqing delegation, whose faces were all somber.

Yet they dared not show any reaction. All along the journey to Dongning, those who dared to speak words of advice or reproach to Qin Rao had not lived to leave Nanqing.

“Ha, excellent qin skill.”

Qin Rao offered praise with a smile that did not reach her eyes. Qi Qingling merely curved her lips slightly, revealing a somewhat shy smile.

Emperor Wenhui was in excellent spirits this evening. Even when Song Yuning supported him as he departed, the smile on his face had not faded.

“Princess, please follow this servant.”

When the banquet dispersed, a palace maid came to lead Qin Rao away. Huai Jun stepped forward to block her way, but was pushed aside by Qin Rao.

“All of you return to the courier station. This Princess will enter the palace today.”

Although Shen Qianyu made her very unhappy, Emperor Wenhui’s attitude today made Qin Rao find it all rather interesting.

Perhaps she had been looking for the wrong person from the start.

“Return to the courier station and await my news.”

Unable to dissuade her, Huai Jun could only allow her to leave with the palace maid.

“This Prince will return to the Eastern Palace with you.”

Qi Qingling nodded and walked behind Shen Qianyu. When they reached Qi Qingling’s Tingyue Pavilion, Shen Qianyu said, “Do not wander about these next few days, and especially do not appear before Qin Rao.”

“Your concubine understands.”

The young woman, face flushed, turned and followed her maid back to her sleeping quarters.

Shen Qianyu watched her retreating figure, then turned to Ji Rong and said, “Find two people to keep watch on Qin Rao. Don’t let her run wild in the rear palace.”

“This servant understands.”

The two walked silently toward the Crown Prince’s sleeping quarters. When they reached Laiyi Pavilion, Shen Qianyu glanced at the courtyard where the lamps had already been extinguished.

“Never mind, let’s return.”

Sleeping alone, the next morning Shen Qianyu attended court while Qi Qingling was surrounded early by Lu Youjun and the others.

Lu Youjun held a box of tribute oranges sent by the Shang family from outside the palace, overjoyed beyond measure.

Wu Xixiang smiled and said to Qi Qingling, “I heard that yesterday Good Lady Qi stunned everyone with her skill and displayed great prowess?”

“Is Good Concubine Wu mocking your younger sister?”

With a bashful expression, she pushed Wu Xixiang and looked toward Shang Rong, silently pleading for mercy. Zhao Nanzhang and Zhang Baozhen laughed so hard their shoulders shook. Song Wan was pulled by Lu Youjun to peel oranges for everyone.

Shang Rong said with a loving expression, “I too did not know you possessed such skill. Why not play a piece for us as well?”

Zhao Nanzhang said, “Qingling, come. Elder sister will accompany you.”

Producing a short wooden flute from her sleeve, Song Wan noticed the flute had been worn smooth as jade from handling, guessing this must be one of Zhao Nanzhang’s treasured possessions.

Unable to refuse such earnest invitation, seeing all her sisters were quite interested, Qi Qingling had a qin brought and began to play.

When the piece ended, Shang Rong couldn’t help but call out her approval. Song Wan’s eyes were full of admiration and praise.

Even she, who had not touched a qin for a long while, felt seven or eight parts inspired.

As Qi Qingling was receiving everyone’s praise, seeing Song Wan’s eyes held a hint of longing, she quickly pulled her to sit before the qin.

“Lady Song Chenghui, you play a piece as well.”

“Then Wan’er will make a poor showing.”

Song Wan placed her hands upon the qin and began to play, though not very skillfully. Everyone knew she had been widowed for six years, so no one mocked her for her rusty skill now.

Qi Qingling stood not far from her, occasionally offering a word or two of guidance.

Everyone was playing merrily when Qin Rao entered with four people, her face full of smiles, even greeting Shang Rong quite warmly.

Chapter 197: Beaten to Death
Shang Rong did not understand Qin Rao’s temperament, and was quite surprised to see her appear in her sleeping quarters. However, Qi Qingling, standing at the courtyard gate closest to Qin Rao, felt inexplicably chilled and couldn’t help but take two steps backward.

Several Good Concubines and Good Ladies of the Eastern Palace all had people from Dong Chang nearby. Yesterday the Crown Prince had ordered everyone to watch Qin Rao carefully. Today, as soon as she appeared, several palace maids and eunuchs each stood before their own masters.

“You played the qin quite well yesterday.”

Qin Rao looked at Qi Qingling with a beaming smile. Qi Qingling stammered her thanks to the Princess.

“What did you say?”

“Thank you for the Princess’s prai—”

Before the words could finish, when everyone had no time to react, Qin Rao very suddenly whipped out a long lash from her sleeve, heading straight for Qi Qingling’s face.

Three or four eunuchs instantly sprang out from the surroundings, but not one could stop her in time.

Qin Rao’s madness came too suddenly. From the moment she entered Shang Rong’s courtyard to when she struck Qi Qingling, it was but an instant. Song Wan still sat before the qin, not yet having risen.

From the moment Qin Rao entered, Song Wan had raised her eyes to observe. Before she could even consider whether she should rise to pay respects to Qin Rao, she felt a spray of warm, bloody liquid splash across her entire face.

“Ah…”

Lu Youjun cried out loudly. Song Wan blankly raised her hand to wipe away the bright red blood on her face. Just as she opened her eyes, she saw that at the end of the long whip in Qin Rao’s hand hung a large piece of flesh.

And Qi Qingling had already collapsed to the ground, struggling and wailing.

On her face, more than half the skin was gone.

“Qingling…”

Zhang Baozhen and Zhao Nanzhang frantically rushed forward to support her. Song Wan stood frozen in place, not yet having emerged from her shock and fear.

“You… you…”

Shang Rong abruptly stood up. Just as she was about to say something, unable to bear such a blow, after spitting out just two words she suddenly foamed at the mouth and collapsed in convulsions. Only then did Song Wan return to her senses, frantically pushing aside the qin stand to go to Shang Rong.

As soon as she moved, Qin Rao noticed her.

Among all the women of the Eastern Palace, Song Wan was truly outstanding. Not caring about her status, Qin Rao swung her long whip out again.

Halfway there, however, Jinshu grabbed the whip’s tail.

The tail of this whip was covered with metal hooks and barbs. Jinshu, in pain, fiercely yanked it, sending Qin Rao flying.

The people from Dong Chang hurriedly rushed forward to surround Qin Rao completely.

No one had expected that this Princess of Nanqing would be so deranged as to go on a murderous rampage in another country’s rear palace.

Luanjian, Heng Zhi, and the other palace maids were all dealing with the chaos before them. Seeing this, Heng Wu took great strides to the Eastern Palace to have someone go to the front court to find the Crown Prince.

In the Eastern Palace, wailing and weeping would not cease. Qin Rao slowly climbed up from the ground, looking at the several people surrounding her with a charming smile. “Why don’t you help this Princess up?”

The palace maid beside her stepped forward and helped Qin Rao to her feet.

The expressions of those sent to secretly monitor Qin Rao all looked extremely unpleasant. However, her status was special. Even the people of Dong Chang momentarily did not know how to handle her.

“Affected and pretentious. This Princess finds it most displeasing. Moreover, seeing this Princess and not knowing to pay respects—death is not punishment enough.”

Qin Rao narrowed her eyes, looking at Jinshu with an unfriendly expression.

“Return this Princess’s scorpion tail whip.”

The tail of her long whip was covered with hidden hooks. Jinshu’s action in grabbing the whip’s tail was purely instinctive. Now the hooks and barbs had pierced through her flesh and bone. If Jinshu did not possess considerable strength, just now half her hand would have been scraped to bare bone by Qin Rao.

Now that long whip still hooked into Jinshu’s hand, she was in terrible pain, only able to let tears fall, not daring to move even half a bit.

Just as Qin Rao was about to step forward, Song Wan suddenly stood up.

“Has the Princess had enough of this madness?”

She had just been sitting in a low position, her entire head and face covered with blood splattered when the whip struck. Song Wan had no time to attend to it, only clenched her fists tightly, staring fixedly at Qin Rao.

“What kind of thing are you to dare speak to this Princess thus?”

Qin Rao giggled and reached out to grab Song Wan.

Song Wan neither moved nor dodged. Her gaze looked toward Luanjian. The two were preparing to break Qin Rao’s arm the moment she made her move, but her hand was suddenly pierced by a flying wooden spike.

That wooden spike flew past Song Wan’s face, penetrating straight through Qin Rao’s palm.

The penetrating force of the wooden spike deflected Qin Rao’s palm. She merely looked down at it, then without concern reached out to pull the object from her bone and blood.

“The Princess goes too far.”

Wan Xiao’s expression was dark as he strode forward, his gaze sweeping over Song Wan’s face, his heart shaking.

Only after discovering she was not injured did he slowly breathe out a sigh of relief.

He knew well how much his master valued Lady Song Chenghui.

Just as his heart relaxed, he saw Jinshu cradling one hand, the whip’s end hanging from her shoulder, crying with snot and tears streaming down.

Wan Xiao furrowed his brows tightly, turning his head to say to Song Wan, “I trouble Lady Song Chenghui to care for the other ladies and first settle the two injured ladies.”

Song Wan looked at Wan Xiao with reddened eyes, unwilling in her heart.

For the first time in her life, she gave birth to the vicious thought of hoping someone would die violently on the spot.

But Qi Qingling was still wailing in her ears, and Shang Rong was still convulsing. She forcefully suppressed her grief and fury, turning to care for Qi Qingling.

“Has someone gone to find the Imperial Physician?”

Lu Youjun cried, “Already gone. Elder Sister Wan’er, what… what should we do…”

Song Wan’s face was solemn. “Don’t panic. Hold Qingling’s hands. Don’t let her touch the wound on her face.”

She pulled Wu Xixiang, her voice slightly trembling. “Hold down Qingling’s feet…”

“Director Wan, please request the Princess to bestow medicine.”

Song Wan half-crouched supporting Qi Qingling’s head, forcefully holding back tears to remind Wan Xiao.

The Princess of Nanqing was ignorant and unaware, and must often be injured. She must have hemostatic and flesh-regenerating medicine on her person, and it was certain to be of the highest quality.

Wan Xiao also reacted, indicating for the Dong Chang people surrounding Qin Rao to step forward and search her.

Qin Rao’s gaze swept over Song Wan as she sneered. “You dare.”

“If you show this Princess disrespect today and thereby cause hostility between our two countries, can you bear this responsibility?”

“The Princess might first consider herself.”

After speaking, Wan Xiao stepped forward and directly reached toward Qin Rao’s waist.

“Presumptuous.”

A palace maid beside Qin Rao spoke, casually tossing the medicinal powder from her bosom to Wan Xiao.

No matter what, they could not watch the Princess be humiliated by the people of Dongning.

Wan Xiao caught the medicinal powder. Opening the porcelain bottle and placing it to his nose to smell, discovering no problems, he passed it to Song Wan.

Song Wan hastily took it and poured all the medicinal powder onto Qi Qingling’s face. Perhaps the medicine stung the wound, for Qi Qingling instantly arched her back, violently throwing Song Wan and Wu Xixiang to the ground.

Wan Xiao stood with lowered eyes before Qin Rao, not knowing in his heart how to handle this, only able to wait for Shen Qianyu to arrive after court was dismissed.

After quite a while, Shen Qianyu finally rushed into the Eastern Palace, his expression cold and full of urgency.

The moment he entered, he saw Song Wan prostrate on the ground, her face covered in fresh blood. He was instantly frightened to the point his heart stopped for an instant.

Song Wan raised her head, shaking it slightly toward him to indicate she was unharmed. Only then did Shen Qianyu open his mouth blankly, slowly exhaling the fear in his chest.

“Send the Princess back to Zhaoxia Hall. Beat the rest to death with rods.”

Shen Qianyu spoke coldly, but the hands behind his back were clenched into fists from anger.

He looked toward Qin Rao, speaking word by word. “Beat to death with rods all those who accompanied the Princess into the palace. Let the Princess watch with her own eyes what foolish deed she has done and how many subjects of Nanqing she has caused to die.”

Wan Xiao indicated for the Dong Chang people to comply, while he himself remained with Shen Qianyu.

The four Imperial Physicians arrived late. Wan Xiao watched as everyone was examining the wounds of Shang Rong, Qi Qingling, and the others. After thinking, he walked to Jinshu’s side.

Wan Xiao looked at Jinshu and pulled her hand before him.

Chapter 198: Hidden Disease
The Imperial Physicians sent Shang Rong and Qi Qingling into the hall. The others were sent by Shen Qianyu back to their respective sleeping quarters. Song Wan was also pulled by him back to Laiyi Pavilion.

Heng Zhi brought over a copper basin with reddened eyes. Shen Qianyu took the copper basin and cloth from her hands, half-crouching before Song Wan to carefully wipe the bloodstains from her face.

“Was Wan’er frightened?”

The man spoke in a low voice, as if afraid of scaring Song Wan.

The warm cloth wiped away the congealed bloodstains on her face bit by bit. Song Wan grasped his hand and gently shook her head.

“Today Qin Rao… she did it deliberately.”

“Everything was too abrupt.”

Song Wan murmured, “From when she saw Good Lady Qi to when she struck and injured someone, it was all too abrupt and swift, just as if she had made up her mind to harm someone today.”

“But there’s no reason.”

Song Wan’s eyes were red, her heart bitter.

Qingling’s injury was too severe. She feared… it was not good.

“Even if Qin Rao is mad, she should not act so crazily when the ruler of Nanqing is beset by enemies on all sides. What was she testing today?”

As soon as Song Wan closed her eyes, she saw the terrifying sight of Qi Qingling’s half face being flayed off, collapsing to the ground in endless struggle. Her mind was a blank white, her ears filled with memories of Qi Qingling’s usual gentle, shy, and soft manner of speaking.

Just today, she had stood before her, gently pointing out qin techniques in a warm voice. The next instant, a perfectly good young woman’s life hung in the balance.

Song Wan raised her hand to cover her face. Tears as large as beans slid between her fingers, dripping onto Shen Qianyu’s hand.

“No need to worry about other matters. I will handle Qin Rao myself.”

“As for Good Lady Qi…”

Shen Qianyu held Song Wan’s hands in his palms, murmuring, “If she truly meets with misfortune, I will compensate the Qi family.”

Reaching out to wipe away the teardrops on Song Wan’s face, Shen Qianyu had Heng Zhi brew her calming tea, while he himself carried her to the beauty couch in the sleeping chamber.

“Sleep for a while. Don’t let your thoughts run wild. I’m here with you.”

Holding Song Wan in his embrace, Shen Qianyu did not know how to console her. He could only gently and repeatedly stroke her back.

“In the past, when I felt painful torment, I would rest briefly.”

Loosening Song Wan’s hair, he reached out to encircle her in his arms, softly coaxing her.

Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others were all frightened as well, but Jinshu was still injured, so they dared not be negligent.

“You all go rest as well. I’m here.”

Wan Xiao, supporting Jinshu’s hand, sent Heng Zhi and the other away.

Jinshu was still silently weeping. Wan Xiao glanced at her and said in a low voice, “Your injury is difficult to treat. The only way is to remove those metal hooks one by one. Can you endure it?”

“I can… I can endure it.”

The young woman’s tearful and pitiable appearance made Wan Xiao draw a handkerchief from his bosom. Extending one hand, he roughly wiped her face. “Stop crying. You look ugly.”

Jinshu was still in pain, but no matter how much it hurt, a young woman didn’t like being called ugly. She pushed Wan Xiao’s hand away, glaring at him angrily.

Before Jinshu could open her mouth to retort, Wan Xiao poured all the brown medicinal liquid at hand onto Jinshu’s hand.

“Ah…”

Jinshu opened her mouth wide, just about to wail, when Wan Xiao stuffed an entire pastry from the table into her mouth.

“Mmph…”

“Just eat that. I’ll pick out these metal hooks for you.”

That medicinal liquid just now had a pain-relieving effect. After Jinshu chewed and swallowed the pastry in her mouth, the wound on her hand no longer hurt as severely as it had initially.

Wan Xiao lowered his head, removing the hooks carefully. Jinshu sobbed, “Last time, last time this servant misunderstood Director Wan.”

“How old are you this year?”

Jinshu didn’t know why he suddenly asked this, but replied blankly, “Seventeen years old.”

Wan Xiao didn’t raise his head. “Although palace maids can be released from the palace after ten years of service, if you don’t want to remain in the palace, I can petition the Crown Prince to let you leave.”

“This servant doesn’t want to leave the palace.”

Wan Xiao’s hand paused. “Why? Leaving the palace early to marry and bear children is also one of life’s joys. Why waste away here? Today’s incident may not be the first time, and it won’t be the last. What place outside isn’t happier than inside the palace?”

“This servant already has a husband. There’s no need to go out to marry and bear children.”

Wan Xiao furrowed his brows. “If you already have a husband, why haven’t you married early?”

Jinshu sighed. “My husband’s clan met with disaster. No one knows if he’s dead or alive. Over these years, some say he’s still alive, while others say he died.”

“I’m thinking of searching for him. Perhaps I can find him.”

Wan Xiao lowered his eyes. “The world is vast. Where would you search?”

“We were betrothed. This marriage fate must exist. Perhaps one day I’ll find him.”

“Director Wan, please continue picking them out. This thing hooked into my hand is very painful…”

Seeing Wan Xiao had stopped, Jinshu stared at him with moist, wide eyes, blinking as she urged him to work more efficiently.

Wan Xiao’s brows were tightly locked as he continued bandaging Jinshu.

Finally removing all the metal hooks from her flesh, only then did Wan Xiao say, “How did you suddenly enter the palace? Where are your parents?”

The deeper meaning in his words, Jinshu didn’t have time to consider carefully. She only answered what was asked. “Father traveled everywhere searching for my husband’s family. Over these years he exhausted all our family’s resources. Mother fell gravely ill and has already passed away.”

“After Mother passed away, Father still couldn’t find news of this servant’s husband’s family. He both felt he had failed his old friend and failed Mother, and also passed away early.”

“Later I was taken to my maternal grandmother’s home. After a few years, after Maternal Grandmother passed away, my maternal aunt sold this servant and Elder Sister Luanjian to Lord Song’s residence.”

Jinshu smiled cheerfully. “Miss treats this servant extremely well. She once said that if I find my husband, she’ll let this servant leave the palace, and will also give this servant a dowry.”

Wan Xiao raised his eyes to look at Jinshu, his brows deeply furrowed.

Zhang Bo’s family had busied themselves to such an extent for his clan, yet he had known nothing of it.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

Shen Qianyu walked out from the room to see Wan Xiao staring at Jinshu in a daze.

Only when Jinshu spoke did he stand up.

“Come with this Prince.”

The two walked out of Laiyi Pavilion. Shen Qianyu said, “Wan’er said today’s action by Qin Rao was extremely unwise. She must have had some purpose.”

Wan Xiao answered, “This subordinate doesn’t know what happened earlier, but Lady Song Chenghui has always been clever and perceptive. If she said so, it shouldn’t be false.”

Shen Qianyu nodded. “Qin Zhan’s decline is real. Qin Rao has restrained her temperament for a long time. Going mad today so suddenly should be related to His Majesty having Good Lady Qi play the qin for her yesterday.”

“His Majesty responding to Qin Rao with words of amusement and diversion was extremely improper.”

Wan Xiao sneered. “The Crown Prince’s position is immeasurably higher than that of a country’s princess. Even if the Crown Prince’s Good Lady provides amusement and diversion for a princess, these words should not have come from His Majesty’s mouth.”

Wasn’t this making it clear that the Crown Prince of Dongning held a less noble position than the Princess of Nanqing?

The ruler of Dongning showed awe and fear toward the Princess of Nanqing. Qin Rao must have noticed some clues from this, which led to her actions today.

Shen Qianyu’s brows were tightly furrowed, his heart impatient.

Regarding today’s incident, Emperor Wenhui would certainly not punish Qin Rao.

After pondering for a moment, Shen Qianyu spoke in a low voice. “Those guests in Qin Rao’s bed, inhaling the aphrodisiac on her body daily without relief, don’t dare make any unusual movements while beside her, but now they will certainly find ways to relieve their desires.”

Wan Xiao only saw his master’s eyes narrow slightly as he uttered several words he had not expected.

“Have someone go to the secret brothels to find some women with hidden diseases, and find an opportunity to send them to those men.”

Wan Xiao said, “This method is rather vicious, but it’s also effective.”

They could not let Qin Rao die within Dongning’s territory, but if Qin Rao died from disease caused by debauchery, no one in the world could say anything.

“It is indeed vicious.”

Shen Qianyu sneered coldly. “Among the methods employed by Qin Rao, there are none that are not vicious.”

During the time in Nanqing, she used this method to harm countless people who did not support Qin Zhan’s rise to power. He was now merely returning the favor.

Chapter 199: Joining Forces
“Additionally, replace a batch of people in the palace.”

Shen Qianyu frowned. “Although today’s incident was sudden, there should not have been such a complete lack of reaction.”

Wan Xiao nodded, cursing those without discernment in his heart.

Since the Crown Prince’s position had stabilized, problems rarely occurred in the Eastern Palace. He also knew those people did not understand Qin Rao’s temperament and had not taken her seriously.

However, the Crown Prince had given orders. Dereliction of duty was disrespectful. These people truly could not remain in the palace.

Wan Xiao acknowledged and turned to go to Zhaoxia Hall.

Inside Zhaoxia Hall were displayed six corpses already beaten to a bloody pulp. Qin Rao looked expressionlessly at the Dong Chang people who had not yet dispersed before the hall, sneering endlessly.

“Acting today, how do you know their today is not your tomorrow?”

“How their tomorrow will be need not concern the Princess.”

Wan Xiao walked into the courtyard, followed by six palace maids with solemn expressions.

At Wan Xiao’s indication, the six walked to Qin Rao’s side and stood behind her.

“Palace maids this Director has carefully selected for the Princess. I hope the Princess will accept them with a smile.”

Qin Rao curved her lips in a faint smile. “This Princess has already sent word to the delegation. Tonight the delegation will petition the ruler of Dongning to let this Princess leave the palace. Do you think Dongning will release me?”

Seeing Wan Xiao did not answer, Qin Rao smiled. “This Princess guesses they will. Not only that, Dongning will respectfully escort this Princess to the delegation.”

Wan Xiao said nothing. Qin Rao entered Zhaoxia Hall, lifting her skirt to recline languidly on the huanghuali beauty couch.

Since Shen Qianyu would not take her bait, she would start with Emperor Wenhui.

Propping one hand beneath her ear and hooking the ends of her hair before her with the other, Qin Rao closed her eyes to rest and restore her spirit.

Wan Xiao had no intention of keeping her company here, so he went to wait for Shen Qianyu before Emperor Wenhui’s sleeping quarters.

“His Majesty still wants to release her?”

Seeing his master’s face was dark with anger, Wan Xiao’s expression also became unpleasant.

“Not only that, His Majesty also rewarded Qin Rao with many things as appeasement.”

Shen Qianyu’s face was ashen, his chest stifled with terrible frustration.

No matter how he and a host of ministers had blocked Emperor Wenhui for half a day, breaking apart and crushing the current situation of Nanqing to explain it, Emperor Wenhui only reduced the imperial gifts by thirty percent to stop their mouths. He even rebuked the ministers, saying if war broke out between the two countries because of this, they would be the chief culprits who made him reviled for eternity.

Emperor Wenhui’s fear of Nanqing from the depths of his bones could probably never be washed clean in this lifetime.

“Never mind. What does it matter if we let her have her way?”

Shen Qianyu’s expression was gloomy. “If she doesn’t cause trouble, this Prince’s backup moves won’t be easy to deploy either.”

“The people I asked you to find—have you found them?”

Wan Xiao nodded. Shen Qianyu waved his hand for him to proceed.

After handling this matter, Shen Qianyu returned to Laiyi Pavilion, only to be told by Heng Wu that Song Wan had gone to Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters.

“This Prince will wait for her here. You all go about your own business.”

Having sent people away, Shen Qianyu began handling official matters at Laiyi Pavilion. Song Wan sat beside Shang Rong, her expression grave.

Shang Rong had not suffered from her old illness for a long time. Today’s sudden fright had caused her to fall ill and be unable to rise. Song Wan was worried about her and also worried about Qi Qingling.

She had just come from Qi Qingling’s hall, her heart anxious.

Just as she was lowering her eyes in thought, Shang Rong quietly spoke. “I know what you’re thinking, but you cannot.”

Song Wan raised her head, slightly tightening her grip on the handkerchief.

Shang Rong said weakly, “Although Nanqing is in internal turmoil, the fact that its national strength exceeds Dongning’s by several times is indisputable. That Qin Rao dares to be so arrogant in Dongning relies not only on His Majesty’s fear of Nanqing, but also has the intention of deliberately provoking war between the two countries.”

Song Wan’s eyes narrowed slightly as she sighed softly. “She easily lost Feng Commandery, and the Crown Prince made Nanqing’s offering of Feng Commandery appear to be thanks for Qin Zhan’s patricide. If this rumor truly reaches Nanqing, Qin Zhan will certainly lose without doubt.”

“Qin Rao also knows this, which is why she made today’s probe.”

Shang Rong nodded. “Continue.”

“If His Majesty truly fears Nanqing as much as Qin Rao predicts, Wan’er guesses her next move should be to force His Majesty to send troops to assist Qin Zhan.”

“Feng Commandery is both a name and bait. His Majesty has both fear and obsession toward Nanqing. If one wants to manipulate him, it’s not difficult.”

Shang Rong stared at the bed curtains above, her gaze empty as she spoke. “Even if His Majesty did not fear Nanqing, she would still take action to deliberately provoke conflict between the two countries.”

“Qin Zhan cannot bear the name of colluding with foreign enemies and committing patricide, but if the two countries go to war, this charge would no longer stand.”

“If the two countries go to war, Nanqing will temporarily suspend internal turmoil to respond to external enemies. Thus Qin Zhan can rest and recuperate. If he then pushes Prince Ning forward to confront Dongning, he can gain even more as the fisherman who profits.”

Shang Rong grasped Song Wan’s hand, speaking in a low voice. “So no matter who it was, no one could escape today. Someone from the Eastern Palace was bound to suffer this. You need not feel guilty.”

Today Qin Rao had struck very quickly. No one could have anticipated it.

Because Qingling had been instructing Song Wan on qin techniques, standing before the qin was also the place closest to where Qin Rao entered the courtyard. Shang Rong saw Song Wan felt guilty and remorseful because of this, and couldn’t help but speak words of comfort.

“Dongning and Nanqing must have a battle. It cannot be avoided.”

Shang Rong continued, “If Qin Zhan wins, he will pursue the humiliation Qin Rao suffered in Dongning, so the Crown Prince will not let Qin Zhan win.”

“I guess the Crown Prince has already prepared to send troops against Nanqing when Qin Zhan and Prince Ning of Nanqing fight each other to mutual destruction.”

With Emperor Wenhui’s temperament, he would absolutely not agree to confront Nanqing, so Shang Rong guessed Shen Qianyu had other arrangements for Emperor Wenhui. However, such words she could not easily speak aloud.

Now seeing Song Wan’s expression was calm, without surprise, she knew the other party should also understand the Crown Prince’s intentions.

“So we cannot easily take action and must not ruin the Crown Prince’s great plan.”

Song Wan clutched the handkerchief, contemplating for a long while before slowly nodding.

“Qin Rao will not remain compliant.”

Shang Rong murmured. Song Wan pressed her lips together without speaking, but knew she spoke correctly.

If Qin Rao understood Emperor Wenhui’s thoughts, she would certainly press her advantage. And even if Emperor Wenhui dealt with her firmly, she would deliberately do things that could provoke conflict between the two countries.

So no matter what, some things could not be avoided.

Song Wan and Shang Rong were unwilling in their hearts, but they were powerless.

Never mind that the two of them in this rear palace held low positions that were truly insignificant—even if they held high positions, they still could not participate in front court matters.

“Wan’er understands.”

Speaking these words in a low voice, Song Wan saw Shang Rong’s face was full of exhaustion. She helped her arrange the pillows and bedding, then withdrew with light hands and feet.

After leaving Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters, she went to Tingyue Pavilion to visit Qi Qingling.

Wu Xixiang and Zhang Baozhen were also there. Lu Youjun had the smallest courage and had been frightened today to the point of high fever that would not abate. Zhao Nanzhang was caring for her, so the two were not here.

When Song Wan entered, Zhang Baozhen was pressing her eyes, secretly weeping.

The three had no words. They exchanged glances and sat silently to one side.

Song Wan lowered her eyes. Her gaze swept across the table and she saw the Nanqing secret medicine placed on top.

“This is the injury medicine Qin Rao carries on her person?”

Zhang Baozhen nodded. “I asked the Imperial Physician. He said it’s extremely good medicine. Using it on Qingling is harmless.”

Song Wan held the porcelain bottle, whose shape and appearance were both quite distinctive, slightly concentrating her attention.

After a long while, she had Heng Zhi pour out the medicine, leaving only a small amount in the bottle.

“This thing, I have some use for it.”

Seeing this, Zhang Baozhen suddenly said, “My maternal grandfather was the former Director of the Imperial Medical Bureau. Although I never studied medicine, there are many medical texts at home.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s eyes turned red as she smiled faintly.

Chapter 200: Tiger Tally
Song Wan clutched the porcelain bottle bearing Nanqing’s unique markings as she returned to Laiyi Pavilion. Seeing she was distracted, Shen Qianyu stepped forward to inquire.

“Does Wan’er feel unwell?”

Song Wan shook her head and spread open her palm.

Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look, taking the item from her hand.

“I’ve already found someone…”

That method was truly sordid. He was unwilling to speak of it to Song Wan. After thinking, Shen Qianyu said, “I’ve already had Wan Xiao seek out people from Dong Chang. You need not dirty your own hands.”

He gently stroked Song Wan’s cheek, speaking tenderly, “Someone once said you were the cleanest crystal person. You should not do these things. Leave everything to me.”

Though Song Wan did not know who had spoken of her thus, at this moment she had no mind to inquire about such insignificant matters.

Raising her hand to take back the porcelain bottle from Shen Qianyu’s palm, Song Wan held it in her hand, her eyelids slightly lowered. “This has nothing to do with being clean or not.”

“To live openly and honestly in this world is most important. From my youth I’ve respected the way of the gentleman, but a gentleman does not simply endure being spat upon, nor is he always weak and easily bullied.”

“In ordinary matters, having no mind to quibble is because they are not worth keeping in one’s heart, but Qingling…”

Song Wan raised her eyes. “Qingling should not have suffered this calamity for nothing. And you…”

Placing her hand gently on Shen Qianyu’s shoulder, Song Wan said, “You also should not endure such humiliation.”

She clutched the porcelain bottle, her gaze calm. “Some things may not succeed, but must still be attempted.”

Shang Rong spoke correctly—Qin Rao could not die in Dongning. But since Dongning and Nanqing must have a battle, she could not allow Qin Rao to pass her days so calmly, as if nothing had ever happened. Those who were injured or died because of her should receive consolation.

She knew Shen Qianyu had already taken action, but she also had those she wished to protect.

For those people, she needed to make herself do something.

Song Wan tightly gripped that injury medicine, eyes reddening. “Your concubine will not ruin Your Highness’s great affairs, so today I’ve come to ask—to what degree may your concubine act?”

Shen Qianyu spoke gently, “She cannot die in Dongning’s palace. Beyond that, Wan’er may act as she pleases.”

Pulling her into his embrace, Shen Qianyu spoke in a muffled voice. “I’m sorry. I failed to protect you and also let Good Lady Qi be injured.”

“No one expected it.”

No one would have thought Qin Rao could be so arrogant, nor did anyone guess she was deliberately trying to provoke conflict between the two countries.

“Qin Rao will not appear in the palace for some time. If Wan’er wants to act, you can only wait for the palace banquet on the seventh day of the seventh month. During this period, whatever you need, you can ask Wan Xiao for help.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Why need there be thanks between us two?”

Holding her in his embrace, Shen Qianyu sighed softly. “For some time to come, I fear there will be no peace.”

Song Wan said, “I wonder how long the calm between Dongning and Nanqing can last.”

“It should not be long.”

The two embraced warmly for a moment before Wan Xiao came seeking Shen Qianyu. After the two men left, Song Wan clutched the porcelain bottle in her hand, lost in thought.

Early the next morning, she took several books to Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters to find Zhang Baozhen.

After explaining her thoughts to everyone, Wu Xixiang said, “Though this nail rake is easy to obtain, it truly lets her off too lightly. I have a good item.”

“My elder cousin is a Supervisor Official of the Imperial Stables Bureau. He has something there that Wan’er can use.”

Zhang Baozhen said, “I carefully smelled that medicinal powder yesterday. Among its ingredients is one medicine rare in Dongning. I’ve already asked my elder cousin to search for it. I think it will take three to five days.”

Zhao Nanzhang’s eyes were slightly red as she spoke with a faint smile. “That day someone must personally take action. I want to be the one to personally avenge Qingling.”

Song Wan shook her head. “No need for anyone to personally take action. I have my own method. If not handled properly, His Majesty may pursue responsibility later.”

“Even the most meticulous plan cannot guarantee there will be no accidents. We only have one chance to act. If we want to ensure nothing goes wrong, someone must be there as a fallback.”

“In the past, Qingling and I were closest. I cannot bear her injury most.”

Zhao Nanzhang wiped away the tears at the corners of her eyes, murmuring, “We’ve all walked this difficult path together. We treasure this sisterly bond most. Wan’er, you’ve always spoken sparingly and were never one for liveliness. But even your outwardly cold temperament cannot suppress that anger. How then can I endure it?”

“I know we sisters all want to do something for Qingling. Just let me go. Let me personally take action.”

Zhao Nanzhang curved her lips in a cold smile, three parts ruthlessness bursting forth from her eyes.

“Little Ming Xiang says of the six arts of a gentleman, she excels most at archery. How would she know that in my youth I too was excellent at both archery and charioteering? Wan’er, you’re frail in body and cannot wield such things. When the time comes, don’t fail to achieve revenge and instead suffer harm.”

After speaking, Zhao Nanzhang lifted her skirt and made the gesture of drawing a bow. In just a few movements, everyone knew her words were true—this was not merely a show.

Song Wan’s eyes reddened. Even at the Song residence between herself, Song Yao, and Song Nian, she had never felt such mutual support as today.

Lu Youjun’s fever had only just broken this morning, but unable to bear recuperating in her own sleeping quarters, early in the morning she came with Ying Hong carrying quilts and pillows to Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters. She was still lying on the couch now, but hearing this, she too tearfully asked what she could help with.

Song Wan thought for a moment. “You’ll accompany me. That day I’ll be the bait.”

After injuring Qingling, the second lash Qin Rao had struck was at her, which showed Qin Rao already held enmity toward her. That day if she appeared, it should draw Qin Rao to take the bait.

Shang Rong watched them discuss their plans and could only shake her head helplessly.

For Song Wan to act thus, the Crown Prince must already have the intention to go to war with Nanqing. After pondering for a moment, she could only go along with everyone.

After settling everything through discussion, Song Wan daily researched the recipe for Nanqing’s secret medicine with Zhang Baozhen, while Zhao Nanzhang walked back and forth through the Imperial Garden every day.

After four or five days of such busyness, Song Wan was finally cornered in Laiyi Pavilion by Shen Qianyu.

“I haven’t seen Wan’er for a long while. What has Wan’er been busying herself with these past days?”

The man’s tone carried faint grievance. Hearing this, Song Wan smiled faintly. She explained once to Shen Qianyu her plan with Wu Xixiang and the others. After the explanation, Song Wan said, “Once this matter occurs, Qin Rao will certainly be enraged. I just don’t know if she’ll be unable to contain her anger and strike at Dongning.”

“She will.”

Shen Qianyu said, “For Qin Rao’s trip to Dongning, she has over seven thousand elite troops in her hands. This is what Qin Zhan gave her to preserve her life.”

“Though Qin Zhan is mad, he treats Qin Rao beyond reproach. This time he left this elite force for Qin Rao to bring out of Nanqing. I guess he probably lacks the strength to support the struggle between Prince Ning and Lady Eman. Sending Qin Rao to Dongning also holds the intention of leaving her a final path to survival.”

The other day he had just received a letter from Liu Changque, learning that Qin Rao secretly brought troops on her journey. It seemed this elite force had been broken up and was guarding somewhere unknown. The two countries were distant. By the time he received this information, he did not know how Qin Zhan fared. If luck was poor, Nanqing might have already changed dynasties.

If Qin Zhan was truly forced to desperate straits, with his temperament he would certainly strike back before death. Nanqing now should be like a candle flickering in the wind, vulnerable to a single blow.

He was now waiting for Liu Changque’s second letter. If his conjecture was true, he absolutely could not give Nanqing a chance to rest and recuperate.

“When the time comes, even if Qin Rao has second thoughts halfway, I have a way to force her to reveal her military strength.”

“Nanqing’s military strength is formidable. Seven thousand elite troops are also not easy to deal with. Has Your Highness thought of a strategy to counter them?”

Shen Qianyu said, “Does Wan’er remember Minister Yan, Yan Tongfu?”

Song Wan nodded. “Naturally. Minister Yan is my elder brother’s brother-in-law and also Vice Minister of War.”

“The sixth son of Duke Yingguo’s residence, Ming Chun, is a Martial Prowess General. Though I have no military authority in hand, when the time comes I will memorialize to personally lead troops on campaign. Minister Yan and Father-in-law will both submit memorials in support, and Ming Chun will also go south with this Prince.”

“Once I hold the tiger tally in my hands, there will be much more I can do.”

Chapter 201: Provoked to Fury
“Your Highness is going to personally lead the campaign…”

Song Wan felt some worry, yet she also knew that as Crown Prince, Shen Qianyu would inevitably have to take this step sooner or later. As soon as the words left her mouth, she fell silent.

Speaking would only add to their troubles.

“Wan’er need not worry. I understand the generals of Nanqing well, and I have a good chance of victory against them. Moreover, Nanqing is currently embroiled in severe internal strife, which will surely deplete their strength. Right now is an excellent opportunity.”

Years ago, Emperor Wenhui had not only sent hostages to Nanqing, but had also agreed to send tribute worth nearly a million taels of silver to Nanqing every year. Dongning’s treasury had originally been quite prosperous, but these past few years it had become increasingly depleted.

During his time in Nanqing, whenever Shen Qianyu witnessed the extravagant spending of those in the rear palace, he would feel they were draining the very marrow of Dongning.

Now that he had the chance to personally reclaim everything that belonged to Dongning piece by piece, he would have no regrets even unto death.

Song Wan knew of the ambitions in his heart. Though worried, she was also moved by his masculine fervor.

The two transformed their myriad emotions into gentle smiles, melting them into their very bones and blood.

Though Song Wan admired those of deep emotion and utmost virtue, one’s life must place nation and family first, romantic love second. Despite her countless reluctances, she would absolutely not obstruct Shen Qianyu. The two were of one mind—even without speaking a word, they felt no distance between them. In their mutual silence, there was even a trace of tender intimacy.

Song Wan grasped Shen Qianyu’s outstretched hand and gently squeezed his palm.

After Qin Rao stirred up trouble, everyone in the palace lived in constant fear. It wasn’t until the Qiqiao Festival on the seventh day of the seventh month that a bit of joyful laughter could be seen in the palace.

Song Wan went to Shang Rong’s bedchamber early in the morning. Today, the few of them had quite a major plan.

“At today’s Qiqiao gathering, we’ll also let that wooden blockhead princess from Nanqing see just how skillful the daughters of Dongning are.”

Zhao Nanzhang had a delicate slingshot hidden in her sleeve. These past days she had practiced during the day and practiced at night—all the teacups in their several bedchambers had been shattered by her. If Wan Xiao hadn’t sent several new sets, they would have had to hold teapots to drink their tea today.

Lu Youjun was stuffing watermelon seeds into an embroidered pouch while muttering: “These were specially made for me by the small kitchen at Liangdi Shang’s request—fresh watermelon seeds roasted with fine salt over low heat…”

“By the way, why does Sister Nanzhang call that Nanqing princess a wooden blockhead?”

Zhang Baozhen lightly tapped her head: “Don’t ask, just fill yours.”

Even if they told Youjun, she wouldn’t remember. They were already too lazy to explain.

Song Wan sat before Shang Rong’s vanity table while Zhao Nanzhang did her hair and applied makeup. Song Wan rarely appeared before others in heavily made-up appearance, but today she was dressed up as richly and gorgeously as possible.

Shang Rong was unwell and stayed behind in Qi Qingling’s bedchamber to keep her company.

Lu Youjun, Zhang Baozhen, and Zhao Nanzhang prepared everything and left first.

Wu Xixiang, meanwhile, followed a step behind Song Wan.

For the Qiqiao gathering, a Nine-Enticement Platform had been erected in the palace. Atop the high platform hung an enormous embroidered ball made of colorful silk threads, with the threads hanging down from all four sides for today’s consorts and female relatives mounting the platform to thread seven-holed needles.

Young ladies without status to mount the platform would place water bowls beneath the Nine-Enticement Platform. After the midday sun’s scorching heat, they would place needles in the bowls to pray for skillfulness.

This year’s Qiqiao Festival was especially grand due to the Nanqing delegation’s presence. Not only were female relatives from households of third-rank officials and above in the capital all invited to the palace banquet, but unmarried young ladies could also register with Consort Yun to mount the platform. Nearly a hundred small embroidered cloth tables were arranged beneath the Nine-Enticement Platform, all laden with fruits, dried meats, tea, wine, and refreshments.

Emperor Wenhui was unwell and did not attend today. Among the female relatives, Song Yuning and Jiang Man should have occupied the main seats, but after Shen Qianshu’s untimely death, Jiang Man remained dejected and unseen all day. Emperor Wenhui neither inquired nor cared, and Song Yuning was even less inclined to pay attention. No one managed her absence.

Seated on equal footing with Song Yuning was Qin Rao. After she had injured someone and then brazenly left the palace, Qin Rao’s conduct had become even more outrageous.

Today she wasn’t even wearing proper clothing—a pair of fair white legs were faintly visible beneath her crimson gauze skirt, extremely lascivious and seductive.

Song Yuning glanced once and turned her head away, her eyes full of contempt.

The people from the Eastern Palace arrived somewhat late, but their status was precious and no one questioned it. After Wu Xixiang led several people to pay their respects to the Crown Prince and Song Yuning, they each took their seats.

When Song Wan appeared, she was quite stunning.

Shen Qianyu had never seen Song Wan dressed like this before. His Wan’er usually preferred light and simple attire. This was the first time seeing her so heavily made up.

The man’s gaze was drawn to her, and he couldn’t help but smile, his eyes brimming with unspoken emotion. Even without speaking, he made others’ cheeks flush.

Wu Xixiang glanced at Song Wan and smiled knowingly, then turned to tease Lu Youjun, only to see Lu Youjun staring intently at the dried meats and fruits before her, as if pondering which one to grab first.

Song Wan paid no attention to any of this. She simply stared quietly at Qin Rao, her expression calm as she scrutinized her from top to bottom, then from left to right. When she caught sight of her partially exposed legs, she smiled faintly, her expression full of disdain.

That air of aloof indifference completely enraged Qin Rao.

Just as Qin Rao was about to speak, Song Yuning suddenly said: “Will Princess Nanqing also mount the Nine-Enticement Platform to thread seven-holed needles?”

She came back to her senses and saw that Song Wan had already taken her seat. A eunuch was loudly chanting the Qiqiao blessing verses.

“What difficulty is there in threading needles?”

Qin Rao stood up, her face full of smiles as she pointed at Song Wan: “I want her to come with me.”

“This concubine is honored by the princess’s favor.”

Song Wan rose, her expression cold as she looked toward her.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu clenched his fists tightly, then slowly relaxed them.

His Wan’er was clever and intelligent. He trusted that she could handle this with ease.

After Song Yuning and several other imperial consorts mounted the platform to pray for blessings, it was the turn of the Eastern Palace female relatives. Wu Xixiang and Lu Youjun and the others ranked higher than Song Wan, so they mounted the platform first to thread needles and secure good omens. Seeing several people ascend, Song Wan gestured invitingly to Qin Rao.

“You go first.”

Qin Rao smiled seductively, pointing at the Nine-Enticement Platform and gesturing for Song Wan to go first.

Song Wan did not defer and turned to walk up. Qin Rao followed closely behind. Once atop the Nine-Enticement Platform, as soon as Qin Rao reached Song Wan’s side, she suddenly raised her hand and struck toward her.

“You…”

Lu Youjun stepped forward, just happening to block in front of Song Wan. Her figure was plump, so even when Qin Rao pushed with force, she didn’t budge an inch.

“The princess is skilled—this concubine admits defeat.”

Having just reached the Nine-Enticement Platform, Song Wan turned and left. Lu Youjun then stepped heavily on Qin Rao’s foot, trampling hard across it. She also muttered: “This concubine also admits defeat.”

Seeing this, Wu Xixiang and Zhang Baozhen spoke in unison: “This concubine also admits defeat,” and descended the platform one after another.

The several people’s playful actions sent Qin Rao into a towering rage. She returned to her seat with a dark expression, the fury in her heart unable to calm for a long time.

“Princess…”

The Nanqing palace maid beside Qin Rao spoke in a low voice, but before she could finish the latter half of her sentence, she received a slap across the face.

Song Wan had been watching her all along. Seeing this scene, she covered her lips and laughed lightly, her eyes and brows full of scornful contempt.

The Eastern Palace group had deliberately provoked her again and again. Qin Rao could no longer contain the fury in her heart. As soon as the Qiqiao gathering ended, she followed behind Song Wan with a malicious expression, also heading toward the Imperial Garden.

Chapter 201: Provoked to Fury
“Your Highness is going to personally lead the campaign…”

Song Wan felt some worry, yet she also knew that as Crown Prince, Shen Qianyu would inevitably have to take this step sooner or later. As soon as the words left her mouth, she fell silent.
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After Qin Rao stirred up trouble, everyone in the palace lived in constant fear. It wasn’t until the Qiqiao Festival on the seventh day of the seventh month that a bit of joyful laughter could be seen in the palace.

Song Wan went to Shang Rong’s bedchamber early in the morning. Today, the few of them had quite a major plan.

“At today’s Qiqiao gathering, we’ll also let that wooden blockhead princess from Nanqing see just how skillful the daughters of Dongning are.”

Zhao Nanzhang had a delicate slingshot hidden in her sleeve. These past days she had practiced during the day and practiced at night—all the teacups in their several bedchambers had been shattered by her. If Wan Xiao hadn’t sent several new sets, they would have had to hold teapots to drink their tea today.

Lu Youjun was stuffing watermelon seeds into an embroidered pouch while muttering: “These were specially made for me by the small kitchen at Liangdi Shang’s request—fresh watermelon seeds roasted with fine salt over low heat…”

“By the way, why does Sister Nanzhang call that Nanqing princess a wooden blockhead?”

Zhang Baozhen lightly tapped her head: “Don’t ask, just fill yours.”

Even if they told Youjun, she wouldn’t remember. They were already too lazy to explain.
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Shang Rong was unwell and stayed behind in Qi Qingling’s bedchamber to keep her company.

Lu Youjun, Zhang Baozhen, and Zhao Nanzhang prepared everything and left first.

Wu Xixiang, meanwhile, followed a step behind Song Wan.

For the Qiqiao gathering, a Nine-Enticement Platform had been erected in the palace. Atop the high platform hung an enormous embroidered ball made of colorful silk threads, with the threads hanging down from all four sides for today’s consorts and female relatives mounting the platform to thread seven-holed needles.

Young ladies without status to mount the platform would place water bowls beneath the Nine-Enticement Platform. After the midday sun’s scorching heat, they would place needles in the bowls to pray for skillfulness.
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Emperor Wenhui was unwell and did not attend today. Among the female relatives, Song Yuning and Jiang Man should have occupied the main seats, but after Shen Qianshu’s untimely death, Jiang Man remained dejected and unseen all day. Emperor Wenhui neither inquired nor cared, and Song Yuning was even less inclined to pay attention. No one managed her absence.

Seated on equal footing with Song Yuning was Qin Rao. After she had injured someone and then brazenly left the palace, Qin Rao’s conduct had become even more outrageous.

Today she wasn’t even wearing proper clothing—a pair of fair white legs were faintly visible beneath her crimson gauze skirt, extremely lascivious and seductive.

Song Yuning glanced once and turned her head away, her eyes full of contempt.

The people from the Eastern Palace arrived somewhat late, but their status was precious and no one questioned it. After Wu Xixiang led several people to pay their respects to the Crown Prince and Song Yuning, they each took their seats.

When Song Wan appeared, she was quite stunning.

Shen Qianyu had never seen Song Wan dressed like this before. His Wan’er usually preferred light and simple attire. This was the first time seeing her so heavily made up.

The man’s gaze was drawn to her, and he couldn’t help but smile, his eyes brimming with unspoken emotion. Even without speaking, he made others’ cheeks flush.
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That air of aloof indifference completely enraged Qin Rao.

Just as Qin Rao was about to speak, Song Yuning suddenly said: “Will Princess Nanqing also mount the Nine-Enticement Platform to thread seven-holed needles?”

She came back to her senses and saw that Song Wan had already taken her seat. A eunuch was loudly chanting the Qiqiao blessing verses.

“What difficulty is there in threading needles?”

Qin Rao stood up, her face full of smiles as she pointed at Song Wan: “I want her to come with me.”

“This concubine is honored by the princess’s favor.”

Song Wan rose, her expression cold as she looked toward her.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu clenched his fists tightly, then slowly relaxed them.

His Wan’er was clever and intelligent. He trusted that she could handle this with ease.

After Song Yuning and several other imperial consorts mounted the platform to pray for blessings, it was the turn of the Eastern Palace female relatives. Wu Xixiang and Lu Youjun and the others ranked higher than Song Wan, so they mounted the platform first to thread needles and secure good omens. Seeing several people ascend, Song Wan gestured invitingly to Qin Rao.

“You go first.”

Qin Rao smiled seductively, pointing at the Nine-Enticement Platform and gesturing for Song Wan to go first.

Song Wan did not defer and turned to walk up. Qin Rao followed closely behind. Once atop the Nine-Enticement Platform, as soon as Qin Rao reached Song Wan’s side, she suddenly raised her hand and struck toward her.

“You…”

Lu Youjun stepped forward, just happening to block in front of Song Wan. Her figure was plump, so even when Qin Rao pushed with force, she didn’t budge an inch.

“The princess is skilled—this concubine admits defeat.”

Having just reached the Nine-Enticement Platform, Song Wan turned and left. Lu Youjun then stepped heavily on Qin Rao’s foot, trampling hard across it. She also muttered: “This concubine also admits defeat.”

Seeing this, Wu Xixiang and Zhang Baozhen spoke in unison: “This concubine also admits defeat,” and descended the platform one after another.

The several people’s playful actions sent Qin Rao into a towering rage. She returned to her seat with a dark expression, the fury in her heart unable to calm for a long time.

“Princess…”

The Nanqing palace maid beside Qin Rao spoke in a low voice, but before she could finish the latter half of her sentence, she received a slap across the face.
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The Eastern Palace group had deliberately provoked her again and again. Qin Rao could no longer contain the fury in her heart. As soon as the Qiqiao gathering ended, she followed behind Song Wan with a malicious expression, also heading toward the Imperial Garden.

Chapter 203: Personal Campaign
No one around spoke. Qin Rao reached up to touch her uneven cheek and angrily shouted for a bronze mirror.

The Nanqing palace maids had long been frightened into kneeling and prostrating on the ground. Seeing this, Jiang Man imitated Qin Rao’s earlier crazed appearance, covering her lips and bending over in loud laughter: “Unlucky wretch, becoming my Dongning war horse is your good fortune.”

Hearing this, Qin Rao was greatly alarmed and frantically touched her face.

With her movement, blood immediately flowed down her face, rendering it a blurred mess. Lu Youjun felt frightened in her heart and moved sideways to Song Wan’s side.

Jiang Man restrained the smile on her face. Her gaze swept past Song Wan with a cold sneer before she departed efficiently.

Qin Rao still wanted to continue entangling, but Wan Xiao and Ji Rong arrived from the distance. When the two saw Qin Rao’s miserable state, they couldn’t help but fall silent.

After a long while, Wan Xiao said: “The princess is injured. Does the princess need this Director to summon an imperial physician for you?”

“This princess will remember today’s humiliation deeply. You just wait for the day when my Nanqing levels Dongning!”

Qin Rao covered her face with her hand, already so enraged that her lips and teeth could barely move. She turned and strode away, not even acknowledging the Nanqing palace maids beside her.

“Liangyi Zhao, Liangyi Lu, Chenghui Song, today there are many people and affairs in the palace. Please return to your bedchambers early to rest.”

“Thank you for Director Wan’s guidance.”

After Song Wan, Lu Youjun, and Zhao Nanzhang paid their respects, they went together to Qi Qingling’s Tingyue Pavilion.

These past few days, Qi Qingling had been running a continuous high fever. Shang Rong stayed by her side every moment, while Zhang Baozhen and Wu Xixiang had long been waiting here, just waiting for Song Wan and the others to return and tell them whether their plan had succeeded.

“What? You’re saying that brand was stamped on the princess’s face by Consort Jiang?”

Lu Youjun said tremblingly: “We never expected to encounter Consort Jiang there either. Consort Jiang today somehow… she was truly frightening.”

Hearing this, Shang Rong spoke in a low voice: “Qin Rao’s injury is too severe and was not within your plan. Have you properly covered up those things?”

Song Wan also frowned slightly: “It truly was not within my expectations.”

The two exchanged glances, both somewhat worried.

“Forget it. What’s done is done—no need to dwell on these matters.”

Song Wan nodded: “The repairs to the rockery were reported to the palace long ago. That branding iron also passed through many hands before being brought into the palace. It was originally for craftsmen repairing the mountain rocks to heat leather and mix glue. Though far-fetched, it ultimately cannot be traced back to us.”

“Moreover, Director Wan will handle the aftermath. There will certainly be no issues.”

Though she said this, Song Wan still felt somewhat worried. His Majesty had long been wary of Nanqing. Now that Qin Rao had suffered such a severe injury, he would likely investigate to appease Nanqing’s fury. She didn’t know if this would lead to unforeseen complications.

Shang Rong also understood her worries and gently patted Song Wan’s hand in comfort.

While the several people were conversing, someone reported that the Lu family sought an audience with Lu Youjun. Lu Youjun left looking dejected, and everyone else dispersed to let Qi Qingling rest properly.

When she returned to Laiyi Pavilion, Song Wan saw that Shen Qianyu was already waiting for her. Seeing her return, the man’s eyes brightened slightly, a trace of amazement flashing through them.

Song Wan suddenly felt somewhat shy and uncomfortably touched her cheek.

“Wan’er, don’t wipe.”

Shen Qianyu stepped forward and pulled Song Wan’s hands away, embracing her and kissing her cheeks and behind her ears in a dense scatter of kisses.

The two remained intimately close for a long while before Shen Qianyu finally released Song Wan, who was blushing from head to toe.

“Your Highness…”

Song Wan braced against the man’s chest to keep him at bay, wanting to ask how he had suddenly… suddenly become so skilled and enthusiastic about such matters, but when the words reached her lips, she was too embarrassed to speak them.

Yet Shen Qianyu knew what she wanted to say, his eyes and brows full of smug delight.

“Don’t ask, Wan’er. I won’t tell.”

He pulled her to the washing stand and personally dampened a cloth to help Song Wan cleanse her face bit by bit. After wiping away the makeup on her face, he pulled her to the vanity table to help her remove her hairpins and ornaments.

“Such small matters can be done by Heng Zhi. There’s no need to trouble Your Highness.”

Shen Qianyu said warmly: “I want to do it. I find sweet pleasure in doing any small thing for Wan’er.”

Unable to resist lovingly stroking Song Wan’s long hair, Shen Qianyu carefully and gently helped her comb her black hair smooth, then took a long silk cloth to tie up her hair.

“Qin Rao was injured very severely. As soon as she returned to the diplomatic guesthouse, she ordered a return to Nanqing. She must be furious.”

Song Wan said: “Today’s events were not what this concubine anticipated.”

“No matter.”

“Even without this incident, she would always find some other excuse.”

The two no longer concerned themselves with how Qin Rao fared, only quietly nestled together, talking about matters related to Qiqiao.

Shen Qianyu said that Nanqing did not place much importance on the Qiqiao Festival. In the palace, only palace maids would thread needles on this day and sew simple sachets and such. Song Wan said she too had not participated in the Qiqiao Festival for a long time. In the past on this day, the old madam at the Marquis Manor would send dyed red eggs to Longxiang Pavilion.

Speaking of the past and thinking of Old Madam and Shen Qianshu, Song Wan sighed softly.

“Wan’er, don’t think of other matters. Just think of me.”

The two laughed and conversed when Ji Rong arrived through the night.

“Reporting to Your Highness, Princess Nanqing has submitted a memorial demanding that Dongning pay thirty million taels of silver and hand over the two territories of Suncheng and Chiyang north of the Su River to Nanqing as compensation. His Majesty is now in a towering rage. Lord Song, Lord Huang, Lord Luo, and others are all at Taiji Hall. His Majesty has summoned Your Highness to go discuss countermeasures.”

Shen Qianyu frowned slightly.

Never mind thirty million taels—even if Qin Rao demanded two taels of silver, he wouldn’t agree, let alone Suncheng and Chiyang. Moreover, Emperor Wenhui’s reaction was also beyond his expectations.

After thinking, Shen Qianyu said: “I’ll go take a look. Wan’er need not wait for me.”

Song Wan nodded and watched Shen Qianyu leave.

When Shen Qianyu arrived at Taiji Hall, Emperor Wenhui was at the height of his anger. Seeing him arrive, he showed no pleasant expression either.

“Ignorant woman and child—does she truly think I fear her Nanqing? How can she even speak of thirty million taels of silver?”

Even if they emptied Dongning’s treasury, they couldn’t gather thirty million taels.

“Arrogant child who knows not life from death.”

Several ministers stood in the hall, and hearing this, all wore expressions of relief and satisfaction.

Though Nanqing’s military strength was greater than Dongning’s, there was no reason to retreat endlessly. Moreover, past concessions not only failed to bring peace but instead fed Nanqing’s ambitions. Now even an insignificant princess dared make such enormous demands—did she truly think all the men of Dongning were dead?

Several old ministers showed anger on their faces. Emperor Wenhui’s eyes were bloodshot, looking extremely furious.

Shen Qianyu stepped forward and knelt: “Qin Rao has an elite force of seven thousand in her hands. Your son guesses these troops should be gathered around the Su River area. Only thus would she propose demanding Suncheng and Chiyang.”

“Your son wishes to request troops to personally lead the campaign and hopes Father Emperor will grant permission.”

Hearing that Qin Rao had an elite force of nearly ten thousand in her hands, Emperor Wenhui narrowed his eyes slightly, silent for a moment. After a long silence, he said: “Nanqing’s military strength exceeds Dongning’s several times over. Are you confident?”

“Your son has no certainty, but a man wrapped in his horse’s hide has no regrets even in nine deaths.”

“Good, well said—’no regrets even in nine deaths.'”

“I grant permission. I await the day my son returns victorious to court.”

Shen Qianyu exhaled a long breath, not expecting this matter to proceed so smoothly.

Though other ministers in the hall felt it improper for the Crown Prince to personally lead the campaign, the Su River was a vital region of Dongning with a military command post stationed there. Within its jurisdiction were five thousand-household offices, which meant nearly six thousand troops. Moreover, with the Crown Prince personally leading the campaign, the capital would also appoint a commander-in-chief to deploy troops. Ensuring the Crown Prince’s safety would not be difficult.

More importantly, they all perceived the Crown Prince’s ambition. Thus everyone remained silent. Only when Song Lan’an looked at Shen Qianyu did his brows furrow slightly, feeling uneasy.

Chapter 204: Spring Night
Upon returning from Taiji Hall to the Eastern Palace, it was already deep into the night. As usual, Shen Qianyu first went to Laiyi Pavilion to check on Song Wan.

Normally, if he told Song Wan to rest early, Song Wan would obediently listen. Who would have thought that at this late hour, a candle still burned in her bedchamber?

Shen Qianyu was somewhat surprised. After thinking, he tiptoed inside.

Song Wan was leaning by the window in the candlelight, her long hair slightly loose, her gaze soft as she looked out the window. The two, one inside and one outside, gazed at each other for a long while.

After a long time, Shen Qianyu dismissed Ji Rong, braced himself on the windowsill, and jumped into the room.

Song Wan rose and said with a soft laugh: “Breaking through the window—what a petty thief.”

“How is this breaking through? Isn’t Wan’er waiting for me?”

Shen Qianyu didn’t know why, but suddenly recalled that day at the estate outside the city, when the two of them bid farewell under the moonlight.

The man raised his hand and gently tucked the long hair falling by Song Wan’s ear behind it, murmuring: “At that time, I didn’t know my heart had already been moved. Though I thought of you all day, I always used respecting you as my teacher as an excuse. Thinking back now, I must have been quite laughable.”

“I wonder how Wan’er saw me then?”

Song Wan lowered her eyes and thought, then after a moment, laughed.

“At that time, Your Highness called himself by Ji Rong’s name. Wan’er only felt this particular eunuch was truly quite strange.”

Remembering how Shen Qianyu had eaten crispy candy before her, Song Wan burst out laughing: “At that time, Your Highness seemed neither like someone from Dong Chang nor like the heir apparent of the Eastern Palace. In any case, he aroused suspicion yet was lively enough.”

In the past, when she looked at Lin Jiayue, though she wondered at the other’s ignorance of propriety, she also had to admit that once upon a time, she had envied that lively appearance.

“Does Your Highness find Wan’er dull?”

Shen Qianyu said: “What foolish words is Wan’er saying? In my heart, Wan’er couldn’t be more interesting. Whether Wan’er’s every smile or every movement, I can never see enough.”

Song Wan’s cheeks flushed red, her eyes showing shyness.

Shen Qianyu raised his hand to touch her small, rosy ear and said in a low voice: “That day when you parted with ‘Ji Rong,’ I wished Wan’er would meet a good man, but ultimately could not fulfill that wish.”

“Wan’er has already met a good man. Your Highness is Wan’er’s good man.”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes reddened slightly: “If I were not surnamed Shen, or had not been born into an imperial family, I would certainly be Wan’er’s good man.”

“This statement is mistaken.”

“Whether one is a good man has never been determined by status or position. Whether Your Highness is Crown Prince or beggar, you are Wan’er’s good man. Treating me with true heart makes you a good man.”

Song Wan smiled and embraced Shen Qianyu: “When will Your Highness depart for the campaign?”

“It should be the day after tomorrow.”

“Who will accompany you?”

“Military Commander Ming Chun and Lord Cui Chengdong from the Ministry of War.”

Song Wan remained silent, only her arms tightening more and more.

“If I…”

Shen Qianyu spoke haltingly, but before he could finish, Song Wan interrupted: “You will still be Wan’er’s good man.”

“People often speak of mutual respect and growing old together, but Wan’er feels that white hair comes easily while growing old together is difficult. From the moment Your Highness said you would first give your true heart to Wan’er to examine, Wan’er felt this true affection was enough.”

“Your Highness has ambitions and bears the burden of nation and family. Wan’er shares in this glory.”

Song Wan’s eyes grew hot. Though she had a thousand words, she could only forcibly hold them back, finally reducing them to a low phrase: “Righteousness comes first.”

Shen Qianyu only felt he had wronged Song Wan and momentarily could not speak.

Song Wan pressed close against his chest and murmured: “Will Your Highness rest at Laiyi Pavilion tonight?”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu froze, somewhat uncertain of Song Wan’s meaning.

“Your Highness…”

“Why must you go this far?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together without speaking, but opened a pair of watery eyes and looked straight at Shen Qianyu. Though she knew this battle with Qin Rao would not be difficult, even so, no one could guarantee complete safety.

Shen Qianyu’s voice trembled. He stammered for a long while before asking with a red face if it was alright.

Song Wan’s eyes and brows showed her smile. She didn’t answer, only looked quietly at him.

“I… I’ll go wash up.”

In the bathhouse, aside from the occasional splashing of water, there was the drumming sound of Shen Qianyu’s pounding heart. He dampened a cloth and held it over his face for a long time, unable to reduce the heat in his cheeks. After washing thoroughly, he covered his chest and walked out of the bathhouse.

Just before entering the bedchamber, he even touched his nose slightly.

“Wan’er…”

Song Wan sat on the bed smiling gently. Seeing her, Shen Qianyu suddenly also smiled foolishly.

He moved forward and half-crouched on the ground, embracing Song Wan’s waist.

“Wan’er, I’m afraid.”

He feared being intimate with Song Wan would defile her, and also feared that if he went and never returned, he would delay her prime years.

He feared even more being embarrassed.

If by chance he went and never returned, wouldn’t Wan’er have to remember how he was today?

Shen Qianyu’s solitary muttering made Song Wan, who had originally been shy and held three parts fear of intimate matters, not know whether to laugh or cry. His disturbance actually swept away all her awkwardness and unease, leaving only a heart full of tender warmth.

“If Your Highness is afraid, then rest early.”

“…”

Shen Qianyu’s body stiffened as he raised his head with a red face.

He was originally handsome, but now his eyes held affection, washing away the calculation and scheming usually in them until they were clear and unstained, making him look rather like a child. He stared blankly at Song Wan, his eyes showing both pleading and struggle.

Both of them sported bright red faces, looking as if they had just walked off a theater stage.

With a soft laugh—it was unclear who laughed first—the next moment Song Wan was embraced at the waist by Shen Qianyu and carried into the bed curtains.

In the curtained bed, rouge dyed spring colors, the beauty’s coiffure partially undone.

The spring night ended, but affection remained long. Through one night, the two’s deep entanglement of love surpassed the ordinary.

The sky had already brightened. Song Wan still slept deeply while Shen Qianyu traced the features of the person in his arms with his fingertips, only feeling he could never like enough, never love enough.

He didn’t know what virtue or ability he possessed to have met a woman like Song Wan.

Until the sun was high, neither of them had risen. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu waited outside the room until Wan Xiao arrived.

“Has His Highness not yet risen?”

Heng Zhi nodded: “Should this servant go…”

“No need. Today I came to find Jinshu.”

Though Heng Zhi was surprised, she still summoned Jinshu and thoughtfully left to give the two a place to talk.

“Does the Director seek this servant for a matter?”

Jinshu opened her large eyes wide, her features carrying a faint smile. Seeing this, Wan Xiao smiled faintly: “Last time you mentioned seeking a husband. Do you know what Dong Chang does?”

Jinshu blinked in confusion. Wan Xiao said: “If you want to find him, I can help. Do you want to find him?”

“Naturally I do.”

“What will you do after finding him?”

Blinking, Jinshu lowered her eyes as if thinking. Wan Xiao waited silently without the slightest impatience.

After a moment, Jinshu said: “My father searched for them for a long time. Whether he is good or bad, I must tell Father to comfort his spirit in heaven.”

“Moreover, he and I have a marriage contract. If he is still alive, I must ask why he hasn’t come to find me all these years.”

“If he hasn’t married, we must wed. If he has married and had children, he must first annul the betrothal before I can marry another.”

Hearing this, Wan Xiao said indifferently: “What if he is dead?”

Chapter 205: Hidden Arrow
“Why is the good Director Wan cursing my future husband?”

Jinshu glared at Wan Xiao. Wan Xiao calmly met her gaze. After a long while, Jinshu finally murmured: “Actually, this servant has also considered that he might no longer be in this world.”

“So, what if he is dead?”

Wan Xiao pressed repeatedly, provoking three parts anger in Jinshu.

“If he is dead, naturally I must remain chaste for him. We have a marriage contract.”

“Have you even seen your husband? Yet you brazenly speak of remaining chaste for him?”

For some reason, Wan Xiao also felt a simmering anger: “When you come of age, have your master release you from the palace. Properly choose an honest family to marry into and find a stable livelihood to live peacefully. Isn’t that good?”

“None of your business.”

Jinshu put her hands on her hips, glaring angrily at Wan Xiao: “How do you know I haven’t seen my husband? My father said when I was small, I grew up on my husband’s back. Wherever he went, he would carry me. He loved me so much.”

“My father said from childhood I was born with great strength and often accidentally hurt those around me. Only my husband didn’t mind and stayed with me all day. I remember it all.”

Though she was young, from babbling speech to early childhood, she still had some hazy memories.

She just knew that if she found her husband, that person would surely treat her very well.

Wan Xiao lowered his head halfway, not knowing what he was thinking. After a long while, he laughed softly: “So many years have passed. Is it worth it?”

“None of your business!”

Who keeps cursing someone’s husband to die early? Jinshu felt angry in her heart. After holding it in for a long time, she finally said resentfully: “Advising another man’s wife to remarry—you’re shameless.”

Even if his rank was high, there was no reason to curse people like this!

Jinshu frowned and turned to stride away.

Wan Xiao was stunned by her scolding. Seeing the young girl’s trembling back as she walked away in anger, he laughed helplessly.

After this bitter laugh, he returned to the Eastern Palace.

Ji Rong was packing personal items for Shen Qianyu. Wan Xiao sat in a chair, silent for a long time before suddenly saying: “If I cannot return from this journey, find a man around twenty-three years old with no surviving parents or clan.”

“What for?”

“Choose one with excellent character and disposition, and in good health.”

Taking out a small note from his sleeve, Wan Xiao lazily handed it to Ji Rong: “There’s an identity arrangement on it. Help him create household registration according to this identity.”

Ji Rong didn’t understand: “What is this person for?”

“There’s a maid named Jinshu beside Chenghui Song in the Eastern Palace. This…”

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Wan Xiao’s voice carried fatigue: “Once you’ve chosen the person, have him marry Jinshu as his wife.”

Ji Rong looked at Wan Xiao, gripping the small note in his hand with some force. After a long while, he slowly released it. The two shared a common fate—with just a few simple sentences, Ji Rong understood Wan Xiao’s difficulty.

After a long silence, Ji Rong said: “If you return, should we still continue searching for this person?”

“Naturally.”

“Perhaps that young lady wouldn’t mind…”

Before he could finish, Wan Xiao laughed scornfully: “I owe her family greatly. I cannot commit such sins.”

The two fell silent. Wan Xiao patted Ji Rong’s shoulder and turned to walk out of the Eastern Palace.

Accompanying the Crown Prince on this campaign, he also had things to arrange. If he returned to Dong Chang now, there was still time.

Ji Rong held that small note, feeling a sense of sympathy for his own kind.

The Eastern Palace was busy for two consecutive days. When departing, Shen Qianyu did not go to see Song Wan. He feared that if he saw her, he would no longer have any ambition, and would only want to indulge in tender affection.

Song Wan also understood his thoughts. On the day he left the palace, she sat alone in Laiyi Pavilion, gazing toward the palace gates.

“Your Highness, the seal.”

Handing the military command seal to Shen Qianyu, Wan Xiao walked behind him and mounted his horse.

For this military deployment, Emperor Wenhui allocated one thousand troops from the Shenshu Camp in the capital, along with three hundred firearms. Combined with the Su River command post, they would total seven thousand troops, enough to contend with the elite forces in Qin Rao’s hands.

Shen Qianyu gripped the reins, looked back once toward the palace gates, then rode away.

Yesterday during troop inspection, everyone gathered at the guard camp in the capital outskirts. Now they only awaited Shen Qianyu, Ming Chun, and others to arrive before departing.

“Your Highness, we’ve arrived.”

Wan Xiao dismounted and presented Emperor Wenhui’s handwritten letter to the camp guards for inspection. Upon entering the commander’s tent, they discovered that neither Ming Chun nor Cui Chengdong had appeared.

“What’s going on? Ming Chun is not one to disregard military discipline. How could he not have arrived at this hour?”

Wan Xiao shook his head. Just as they were puzzled, Jiang Xingjian arrived from the distance. Seeing Shen Qianyu, both men’s expressions turned somewhat ugly.

“How is it you?”

Jiang Xingjian’s expression was detached: “This minister only received His Majesty’s edict last night. There’s an emergency in Shaanxi. Military Commander Ming Chun was urgently transferred to Shaanxi. For this journey, this minister will lead the Shenshu Camp to accompany Your Highness.”

Shen Qianyu frowned deeply. After a moment, he asked: “What about Cui Chengdong?”

“Lord Cui departed yesterday with the grain supplies, already on his way.”

After speaking, both men fell into silence.

Shen Qianyu didn’t know whether Ming Chun’s urgent transfer was truly due to problems in Shaanxi. Moreover, this man Jiang Xingjian held enmity against him for taking his wife. He didn’t know if conflict might arise on the battlefield.

But now the arrow was on the string—there was no turning back.

Though Ming Chun was absent, the deputy commander, battalion commanders, and supervisory officials on this journey were all people from the Eastern Palace. After considering for a moment, Shen Qianyu decided to depart today.

He had not received news from Liu Changque about Nanqing’s internal strife for a long time and didn’t know whether it was fortune or disaster. But at this season, Huaijun, Qin Rao, and others must be ill. If the opposing forces arrived at the Su River exhausted from their journey, he might perhaps win without battle.

After brief discussion, everyone had no objections and broke camp that day to depart.

The journey was arduous. By the time they reached the Su River, three months had passed. Everyone was worn from travel, ultimately arriving just one step behind Qin Rao.

Across the river was where the elite forces in Qin Rao’s hands were stationed.

As soon as Shen Qianyu dismounted, Cui Chengdong hurriedly came to report.

“Reporting to Your Highness, Su River Regional Commander Fang Xingli received His Majesty’s secret order and half a month ago took all troops from the five thousand-household offices under his jurisdiction to Shaanxi. Now only five hundred-household offices remain at the command post, fewer than six hundred troops.”

“What did you say?”

Shen Qianyu and Jiang Xingjian both exclaimed in shocked unison. Cui Chengdong wore a mournful old face, at a loss for what to do.

As soon as he reached the commander’s tent, Shen Qianyu violently threw off the seal he wore.

“How dare he? How dare he!”

As ruler of a nation, how dare Emperor Wenhui treat the nation’s territory so frivolously?

Jiang Xingjian also wore a grave expression. He brooded with darkened eyes for a long time before slowly saying: “What does His Majesty mean by this? Does he want you, the Crown Prince of this nation, to perish here?”

Irritably wiping his face, Shen Qianyu kept his eyes lowered: “No, that’s not right. There’s no one left to use in court. Even if he dislikes my birth, he wouldn’t send me to my death.”

“Then what exactly does His Majesty mean?”

Shen Qianyu gritted his teeth and said resentfully: “He must have privately promised Qin Rao something, deliberately withdrawing troops to prevent the two of us from clashing with Nanqing.”

Jiang Xingjian’s face twitched violently: “So His Majesty deployed troops only as a show for the important ministers in court…”

“But privately engaged in secret dealings, secretly communicating with Nanqing, promising what Qin Rao demanded?”

Jiang Xingjian’s voice suddenly rose: “Dongning cannot possibly produce thirty million taels of silver, so His Majesty plans to hand over Suncheng and Chiyang?”

“Suncheng is easy to defend and hard to attack. Beyond it lies the entrance to eastern Gansu. If Nanqing truly has ill intentions, reaching Guanzhong would not be difficult. And Chiyang has fertile land and is our dynasty’s key grain-producing region. How… how dare he! Isn’t he afraid of historical censure, of having these myriad crimes recorded?”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes showed three parts killing intent as he said through gritted teeth: “Historical records? How would historical records know of today’s events?”

“You are the commander-in-chief. If Suncheng and Chiyang are truly lost, do you think you’ll have a life to return to the capital?”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu looked at Cui Chengdong: “Having you go ahead must have had another purpose. What exactly did he have you convey to Nanqing?”

Apart from himself, Emperor Wenhui never planned to leave any survivors from this journey. So Cui Chengdong must have a reason that would ensure his death!

Chapter 206: A Great Gift
“Your Highness… What does Your Highness mean? This humble subject does not understand.” Cui Chengdong’s words faltered, not daring to look directly at Shen Qianyu.

“Don’t understand?”

Shen Qianyu stood up and suddenly reached out to grasp Cui Chengdong’s throat, squeezing with all his might. The man’s palm clamped down like iron pincers, and Cui Chengdong’s face quickly turned red as he struggled to breathe.

All the important court officials believed the Crown Prince to be a refined gentleman, never knowing he possessed such a side. Even Jiang Xingjian hadn’t reacted in time, startled by Shen Qianyu’s abrupt action.

However, knowing the Crown Prince’s words were reasonable, he didn’t speak up to stop him.

“Still don’t understand?”

Cui Chengdong struggled desperately, mumbling incoherently. Before long, unable to withstand the terror of impending death, he frantically nodded.

Shen Qianyu released him and thundered, “What have you done?”

The man whose throat had been injured knelt prostrate on the ground, gasping for breath. Shen Qianyu was about to question him again when he was interrupted by Wan Xiao entering the tent.

“Your Highness, Qin Rao requests an audience.”

Jiang Xingjian frowned. “We must guard against treachery.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his eyes in contemplation for a moment before striding out with large steps.

Emperor Wenhui had absolutely no intention of engaging in battle with Nanqing. Though Jiang Xingjian bore the title of marquis, the Chengyang Marquis Estate had long since fallen into decline. After Shen Qianshu’s death, he was even more useless. Thus, whether this person lived or died, he couldn’t stir up any trouble.

Yet he would not perish here—not because Emperor Wenhui held any father-son affection for him, but rather because he needed this Crown Prince to help him bear the eternal infamy of losing two strategic territories.

Emperor Wenhui was already advanced in years. Knowing he couldn’t hold onto this empire much longer, he only wanted to personally present the document ceding territory to the enemy nation as his final achievement. As for the realm and its lands, as for his subjects and common people, he didn’t care in the slightest!

Emperor Wenhui likely thought he too was spineless, believing that seeing the garrison forces withdrawn, he would meekly surrender and return to the capital to await orders for the sake of the throne.

No wonder Qin Rao had traveled unobstructed all this way—she had her backing all along.

Shen Qianyu clenched his fists tightly and strode out of the military camp with large steps.

Qin Rao stood on the shallow bank of the Su River wearing a veil and dressed properly. Behind her stood two unfamiliar individuals. Neither the naked man who had previously entered the capital nor Huai Jin were by her side.

Seeing this, Shen Qianyu sneered. Those two had likely contracted the illness and were now bedridden and unable to rise.

“It’s been quite a while.”

Qin Rao’s voice was hoarse and rough, as if abraded by coarse sand, almost unbelievable. Jiang Xingjian and Wan Xiao stood behind Shen Qianyu, both raising their eyebrows as they looked at her.

The autumn wind blew briskly. As a gust swept by, Qin Rao’s veil was gently lifted. Shen Qianyu’s brow furrowed tightly, his heart shaking.

The four characters “Dongning War Horse” were clearly visible as scars on her face. Not only that, but perhaps the medicine Song Wan and Zhang Baozhen had developed that day had taken effect—now, several months later, the wounds on Qin Rao’s face still hadn’t healed. When she spoke and her facial skin moved slightly, a trail of dark blood would flow down.

Shen Qianyu stood downwind. As the autumn breeze passed, it carried an indescribable foul stench.

Wan Xiao frowned as he looked at Qin Rao. He could see her flushed face clearly indicated she was still running a high fever. Thinking of the several women previously found for the Nanqing envoy delegation, he understood completely.

Seeing that Shen Qianyu didn’t speak after she did, Qin Rao couldn’t help but sneer coldly.

“You should know I originally had no intention of being your enemy.”

Lifting her veil, Qin Rao’s eyes were full of malicious venom. “But now, you’ve all brought this upon yourselves.”

Shen Qianyu sneered coldly. “You have no intention of waging war with Dongning. I am not Emperor Wenhui, who can be frightened by your mere force of less than ten thousand soldiers into handing over two strategic territories.”

Qin Rao’s heart was devoted to Qin Zhan. She wouldn’t want to waste time at the Su River. That she had frightened Emperor Wenhui’s cowardly heart with seven thousand troops was likely beyond even her expectations.

She was doing this mostly for Qin Zhan, yet Qin Zhan might not have much time left to wait for her to capture the Su River.

“The barbarian slave is still as clever as ever.”

Qin Rao spoke indifferently. “I wasted too much time in Dongning. Had I known the Dongning Emperor possessed such a spineless nature, this princess would never have entered the capital.”

She looked at Shen Qianyu, speaking word by word: “The Dongning Emperor doesn’t deserve your loyalty.”

“Why don’t you cooperate with this princess instead?”

Qin Rao slowly walked to Shen Qianyu’s side. Shen Qianyu, Wan Xiao, and even Jiang Xingjian all took a step back in unison.

Rage spread through Qin Rao’s eyes, but she forcibly suppressed it. “Join forces with this princess. This princess can help you eliminate the Dongning Emperor and support you to the throne.”

“No need.”

Shen Qianyu’s refusal was quite decisive.

“Qin Zhan is cruel and tyrannical. With him on the throne, he’ll only cause Nanqing’s people to suffer, leaving the common people homeless and displaced. This Prince disdains associating with such a person.”

“Ridiculous.”

Qin Rao laughed harshly, her rough voice extremely grating. “You say Imperial Brother is cruel and tyrannical? Then tell me, what kind of creature is the Dongning Emperor?”

“You don’t yet know what great gift he’s presented to this princess, do you?”

Qin Rao raised her hand in a wave, and two young men wearing Nanqing armor departed from behind her.

“Seven thousand troops—this princess merely casually bluffed that old fool, and he secretly sent three million taels along with Suncheng and Chiyang. Such a spineless thing can be Dongning’s sovereign, yet you have the face to say this princess’s Imperial Brother is unfit to be emperor?”

“Simply laughable.”

Shen Qianyu and the others’ faces turned between green and red with shame. Even the Shenshu Guard soldiers from the capital who had followed them displayed indignant expressions.

“This princess gives you two choices. Either you agree to cooperate with me, I help you take that cowardly emperor’s head, and you use Dongning’s power to help my Imperial Brother stabilize his throne. Or you hand over Suncheng and Chiyang, and I’ll take these two cities back to Nanqing to help Imperial Brother recover popular support.”

“This princess has no intention of becoming that old fool’s blade, wasting effort to collect your heads.”

As Qin Rao spoke, her gaze swept across Wan Xiao and Jiang Xingjian, her arrogant attitude fully displayed.

The Dongning Emperor had told her to spare Shen Qianyu’s life and send everyone else to Nanqing as sacrificial offerings. She didn’t have the kindness to clean up after that old fool. She would rather see Dongning’s father and son fighting each other, allowing Nanqing to reap the fisherman’s profit.

Gently arranging the veil on her face, Qin Rao said, “This princess gives you one day to think it over carefully.”

“Additionally, the great gift the Dongning Emperor sent to this princess—this princess returns it today.”

Everyone saw Qin Rao turn sideways to look toward the military camp behind her. The two men from earlier dragged someone out. At first, they couldn’t see clearly who it was. When those people drew near, they discovered it was a completely naked, disheveled woman.

The woman was covered in wounds, not a single patch of healthy skin. Her body was barely wrapped in a tattered cloth. When the two dragged her before Shen Qianyu and the others, Jiang Xingjian’s heart shook violently as he cried out, “Elder Sister.”

Hearing this, Qin Rao’s eyes turned cold. “So this lowly woman is your elder sister.”

“Even better then. You can collect her corpse.”

Jiang Man’s entire body had been branded with horse irons until there wasn’t a single patch of good flesh. From face to feet, even her scalp had been burned away by more than half. Jiang Xingjian removed his outer garment to wrap her in it, grinding his teeth as he glared furiously at Qin Rao.

Qin Rao sneered. “Why are you looking at this princess? She’s a Dongning imperial consort. Without the Emperor’s permission, how could this princess have brought her out of the palace?”

“Speaking of which, before this princess even left the capital, the Dongning Emperor hurriedly presented her overnight. It truly shocked this princess for several days.”

“It’s truly hard to imagine that the Dongning Emperor’s backbone isn’t even one-thousandth as strong as this lowly woman’s.”

Qin Rao dusted off her sleeves. “At this time tomorrow, this princess awaits your reply. As for this lowly woman, consider it this princess showing her some respect by leaving her wretched life intact.”

With that, Qin Rao walked away with large strides, laughing.

Chapter 207: Final Moments
“Elder Sister.” Jiang Xingjian gently held Jiang Man, his eyes blood red. The person in his arms was in such wretched condition, her face so bruised and swollen that her features could barely be distinguished.

His elder sister had lived a life of proud aloofness. When had she ever appeared like this?

Jiang Xingjian only felt his stomach and abdomen burning with hatred, wishing he could immediately return to the capital and execute Emperor Wenhui atop the Nine Halls of Court, letting all under heaven see exactly what color his heart truly was.

The sound of a man’s grief-stricken yet restrained weeping arose. Seeing this, Dongning’s soldiers and generals couldn’t help but harbor resentment one after another.

From what that Nanqing princess said, these people had simply been pushed out by Emperor Wenhui to be sacrificed in vain.

Though they were military households, some came from merchant families or scholarly clans.

Only because they were men, fearing their passionate blood could not serve their country, had they joined the military, precisely so that one day they could fight Nanqing honorably and openly.

From the moment they departed the capital, they had prepared themselves to be buried in desolate places, their iron armor covered by red sand.

They could die, dared to die, but they couldn’t perish for such laughable reasons!

The soldiers and generals who had followed Shen Qianyu gripped their weapons tightly one after another, furious yet powerless.

Having mastered civil and martial arts, they sold their services to the imperial house.

They had nowhere to complain, nowhere to regret!

Shen Qianyu turned back, seeing the word “absurd” written all over the faces of those behind him.

He clenched his jaw. Though his heart held ten thousand words, he couldn’t speak a single one.

After a long while, he finally said heavily, “This Prince will share life and death with you all.”

“If we must fight, this Prince will certainly be on the front lines. If we must perish, this Prince will first use his imperial bloodline as sacrifice to Dongning’s soldiers and generals.”

Shen Qianyu straightened his back and walked back to the military camp.

In the central command tent, his face was dark as he lowered his eyes without speaking. Outside the tent were the rustling sounds of Dongning soldiers’ conversations.

He couldn’t hear clearly, but he could guess eight or nine out of ten parts.

Wan Xiao said, “Qin Rao left Consort Jiang alive for precisely this reason. I underestimated her in the past.”

Shen Qianyu roughly wiped his face and said in a low voice, “Tomorrow…”

Before he finished speaking, they heard a commotion outside the tent. The two walked out to see Jiang Xingjian wielding a long spear, having stabbed Cui Chengdong to death before the camp.

“One who aids tyranny doesn’t deserve to be a Dongning man.”

Warm fresh blood sprayed across Jiang Xingjian’s face. His eyes were crimson red like a vengeful ghost demanding lives, yet not a single soldier in the entire camp spoke up to stop him.

Cui Chengdong deserved to die!

Seeing Shen Qianyu emerge from camp, Jiang Xingjian dropped the long spear in his hand and knelt, lifting his robe. “This subject has disobeyed military orders and should rightfully…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand. “This Prince said before that Cui Chengdong had his necessary reasons to die.”

Now that military morale was unstable, he and Jiang Xingjian could not create internal chaos.

Shen Qianyu said coldly, “Defending our homeland, protecting Dongning’s women and children, guarding the peace of this region—these are the responsibilities this Prince bears and the wishes in his heart. Secretly sending a court consort to the enemy nation to be humiliated damages the backbone of Dongning’s countless men and chills the hearts of all the people under heaven. Cui Chengdong’s death is not unjust.”

A military officer in camp said, “We would die without regret defending Dongning’s rivers and mountains and protecting Dongning’s people, but we cannot… come to die because of cowardice.”

“This Prince knows.”

Shen Qianyu’s mouth tasted bitter, yet he was powerless to promise anything more.

The various generals also knew his difficulties. No one spoke, but a despondent atmosphere permeated the Dongning army.

Indignation, unwillingness, resentment, and loathing lingered in everyone’s hearts.

Now, never mind that Nanqing’s troops were strong and their horses robust—with seven thousand elite soldiers against one thousand from the Shenshu Guard, even if Dongning currently had ten thousand men, they might not necessarily withstand a single strike from Nanqing.

Shen Qianyu returned to the tent, also calling in Wan Xiao and Jiang Xingjian.

“How is Consort Jiang?”

Jiang Xingjian pressed his lips together without speaking. Only the blood red in his eyes revealed a hint of near-despair.

Wan Xiao said, “The army has accompanying physicians… They are mostly proficient in treating external injuries.”

These words lacked confidence. Jiang Xingjian clenched his jaw, wanting to say something but ultimately falling into silence.

The three were just preparing to discuss tomorrow’s response to Nanqing when someone suddenly came to report that Dong Chang had sent correspondence here, and the messenger wanted to personally deliver it into the Crown Prince’s hands. Wan Xiao had the person enter the tent. Shen Qianyu received the secret letter and opened it.

He quickly scanned through it several times, then furrowed his brow tightly.

“Qin Zhan died half a month ago in Nanqing’s bedchamber.”

Wan Xiao raised an eyebrow. “What about Prince Ning and Lady Eman?”

“Prince Ning has already ascended the throne. Lady Eman’s whereabouts are unknown—her life or death uncertain.”

Shen Qianyu ground his teeth. “This Prince Ning is quite ambitious and has always eyed Dongning covetously. If he learns that all forces at the Su River garrison have been withdrawn, he will certainly seize this opportunity to capture Suncheng and Chiyang.”

“The battle at Su River must be swift and decisive. Not a single one of Qin Rao’s people can be allowed to return to Nanqing!”

Jiang Xingjian raised his head to look at Shen Qianyu, then quickly averted his gaze.

“This Prince must send word to the capital. This matter should be handled urgently, not delayed.”

Wan Xiao shook his head. “If His Majesty is determined to bury this matter, Your Highness will likely find it difficult to get the message out.”

No matter how cowardly and timid Emperor Wenhui was, he was still the supreme sovereign. If he wished, sealing off the capital so that no news could enter or leave would not be difficult.

“We must still try.”

“We may be able to resist the people under Qin Rao’s command if we stake our lives, but if Prince Ning learns of the Su River situation, in less than half a month he could directly attack into the interior, and taking the capital would only be a matter of a few days.”

“This Prince must inform the court’s important ministers of the Su River situation.”

At least if he truly couldn’t hold them off, there should be someone to continue resisting foreign enemies after him, rather than handing over all of Dongning to others!

“This humble subject has a way to transmit messages into the capital.”

Jiang Xingjian said, “In this subject’s estate…”

He paused slightly and lowered his eyes. “There is a concubine. She once taught this subject a type of secret language. In this world today, besides the two of us, there is no third person who knows it.”

Jiang Xingjian found brush and ink and quickly wrote down several clusters of unclear symbols.

“Your Highness can write down the information, and this subject will transmit it into the capital.”

Shen Qianyu didn’t hesitate or harbor any suspicion. He quickly set down a few brief sentences on paper and handed them to Jiang Xingjian.

Their current predicament was not suitable for mutual suspicion. Presumably Jiang Xingjian wouldn’t treat all of Dongning as child’s play either.

Taking the letter, Jiang Xingjian turned and returned to his own tent.

After a night passed, he finally transcribed the necessary words onto cloth and handed it to Shen Qianyu’s trusted aide to urgently send back to the capital.

Having handled all this, Jiang Xingjian finally walked to the bed to check on Jiang Man.

Who knew that Jiang Man had already awakened and was currently squinting her eyes, staring vacantly at the top of the bed canopy.

Her eyes were swollen—trying to open them was already difficult. Jiang Xingjian looked at the elder sister from his memories who had treated him best, finally unable to restrain himself from crying out in anguish. Had he known that seeing her again would be this scene today, that day in the palace he would have offered her proper comfort and spoken kindly to her, rather than venting his anger about Song Wan’s palace entry upon her.

Meeting this moment, he finally understood that aside from life and death, nothing else was a major matter.

His elder sister was most proud and aloof. Having suffered such calamity…

Jiang Xingjian dared not think further and knelt on the ground weeping with sorrow.

“What are you crying for?”

Jiang Man spoke indifferently, her tone carrying disdain.

“Come here. I have important matters to discuss with you, concerning Father.”

Chapter 208: Private Army
Jiang Xingjian looked up, confused. Jiang Man said, “Come here.”

Jiang Man squinted at Jiang Xingjian for a long while before slowly opening her mouth. “Father’s death was not Song Lan’an’s doing.”

Jiang Xingjian was shocked, looking at Jiang Man in disbelief.

His eyes were full of astonishment. For a moment, he didn’t even know where to begin asking.

After a long while, he said hoarsely, “Who did it? And Elder Sister… when did you learn of this?”

“It was His Majesty’s doing. Three months after you and Father’s death reports came from the border, I learned of it.”

Jiang Man sneered coldly. “That coward Shen Congyi not only has a spineless nature, but his heart is pitifully narrow and dark.”

“The very first day I entered the palace, he conceived this thought.”

“The Song family sent a daughter into the palace. Song Yuning gave birth to Shen Qianbai. The Jiang and Song families formed a marriage alliance. He was afraid.”

“He feared the Jiang and Song families joining forces would threaten his throne. How could that petty man with his sparrow’s guts tolerate a prince’s maternal family colluding between civil and military spheres?”

At that time, no children had been born in the palace for many years. Emperor Wenhui hadn’t imagined the situation that would emerge later—or perhaps he had imagined it but was still afraid. Thus, that sinister villain began laying his plans from the day she entered the palace. Even after she later became pregnant with Qianshu, he feared Qianshu might not be born smoothly and tampered with things.

She had only gradually come to suspect this matter after dealing with Emperor Wenhui for many years.

Jiang Man looked at Jiang Xingjian and closed her eyes. “It has nothing to do with the Song family. Don’t mistake your enemy.”

Though Jiang Xingjian’s face still bore tears, his throat seemed blocked by something, unable to produce even half a sound.

After a very long time, he finally squeezed out a single word: why.

“Why tell me?”

If he hadn’t known, he could have comforted himself that not being able to grow old with Song Wan was their destiny. For Father’s vengeance, he could set aside the love in his heart and devote himself wholeheartedly to Lin Jiayue. If he hadn’t known, he could have given up hope, even watching Song Wan know and cherish the Crown Prince.

Why? Why did Elder Sister have to tell him this?

He would rather never have known for his entire life.

Now knowing, he would have to bear a lifetime of regret. For the few words of his closest kin, he had abandoned his beloved, truly living as a joke.

He would rather not know. He would rather never know for his entire life!

Jiang Xingjian suddenly stood up. He wanted to accuse Jiang Man. He wanted to say Jiang Man had caused him to miss the love of his life. He wanted to say Jiang Man had caused him to leave the most wretched impression in his beloved’s heart.

But he couldn’t.

His elder sister was no more! At this very moment, how could he accuse this person who had been proud and flamboyant all her life? Jiang Xingjian wept inconsolably, ultimately kneeling prostrate on the ground, unable to straighten his back again.

What exactly did his life amount to?

Listening to Jiang Xingjian’s wailing, Jiang Man clenched her fists tightly beneath the covers. After a long while, she struggled to rise, propping herself up with a single breath as she sat up.

Jiang Man looked toward the demoralized soldiers outside the tent, then slowly walked out barefoot.

Everyone in the army knew her identity. Seeing her covered in brand marks and scars, they couldn’t help but fall silent.

“This palace is the mistress of Yanqing Palace, the late Fifth Prince’s birth mother, Jiang Man.”

Jiang Man stood in the center of the military camp, her tone calm and indifferent. “The Nanqing princess’s face was branded with the Dongning War Horse mark by this palace. His Majesty sent this palace to the enemy camp. Though this palace harbors hatred, this palace has no regrets.”

“Though this palace is a woman, this palace is also a Dongning daughter. We Dongning daughters have backbones that remain unbroken even in death.”

“An emperor’s confusion is the calamity of all people. Our Dongning sovereign may be cowardly, but Dongning’s sons and daughters all possess resolute iron bones.”

“Today, this palace willingly uses hot blood to consecrate Dongning’s battle flag, only hoping that all of you gentlemen will in future days protect Dongning’s peace, guard the national gates against foreign enemies, and know that Dongning’s daughters are unyielding and unbroken, worthy of Dongning’s men protecting with their lives.”

Having finished speaking, Jiang Man suddenly drew the saber from the waist of a nearby soldier and placed it against her neck.

“Elder Sister, don’t…”

Jiang Xingjian rushed out from the camp, only to see Jiang Man slowly falling down with a smile on her face.

She had no path to survival left. She only hoped that at her final moment she could revive military morale and fight for a way for this only brother she had wronged to live, allowing him to return to the capital.

He had already become a father. She only hoped he could be smooth and healthy raising his child.

She also hoped he would hate her. That way, he wouldn’t think of her, nor would he feel guilt about her affairs or carry inner demons on his back.

Red blood mist filled her vision. Before dying, Jiang Man finally felt that a person’s life was truly laughable.

She had sought power and wealth all her life, but in the end, it was all like passing clouds. She had hoped her son would succeed, pushing her Shu’er to fight for that chair, only to end up personally pushing Shu’er away, causing him to die alone in a pond.

Jiang Man closed her eyes, only hoping that if there was a next life, she would certainly treat Shu’er well and accompany him in doing anything he liked…

“Elder Sister!”

Crimson fresh blood sprayed everywhere. All of Dongning’s soldiers and generals felt that everything their eyes could see was piercing red.

For some reason, someone in the crowd suddenly let out a mournful cry, followed by the sound of all Dongning’s soldiers removing their weapons and kneeling in unison.

Shen Qianyu’s throat moved, his heart desolate.

People often looked down upon women from the inner chambers, yet who knew that heroes emerged from boudoirs—even Jiang Man didn’t know how much stronger she was than a nation’s sovereign.

Jiang Xingjian knelt and wept bitterly. In a single night, he had lost his closest kin and also lost his reason for existing in this world.

Wan Xiao stood beside Shen Qianyu and said softly, “Your Highness, the Chengyang Marquis’s private army…”

Shen Qianyu raised his hand to stop Wan Xiao from speaking.

He truly had known since learning that Emperor Wenhui had withdrawn the Su River garrison forces that everything he said and did was aimed at obtaining the private army in Jiang Xingjian’s hands. But now, he could only leave it to fate.

If Jiang Xingjian hated the imperial family because of this, or became dispirited and developed a death wish, he had no recourse either.

The two stood before the tent, quietly listening to the man’s crying from within the camp, their thoughts complex.

Various generals silently stepped forward to help Jiang Xingjian handle Jiang Man’s corpse. Though no one spoke during this time, everyone knew that Jiang Man’s death was like a heavy hammer fiercely striking their hearts.

Dispersing yesterday’s despondent atmosphere.

Jiang Man was right. What they fought for was not that august throne dweller in the Golden Phoenix Hall who clung to life, but rather Dongning’s common people, the women and family members in the capital waiting for their return.

The Su River could not be breached. Even if they died, they would block their corpses on every road before Nanqing’s entry into the capital. Even if dragged to utter destruction, they would drag on until reinforcements arrived from court.

Emperor Wenhui was cowardly, but they believed that not all the civil and military officials in Dongning’s court were cowards like Emperor Wenhui!

A solitary grave was added to the wasteland beside the camp. The plain and simple earthen mound made it impossible to imagine that buried beneath the yellow earth was once a nation’s imperial consort, above ten thousand people, dignified and honored.

Perhaps someone felt some compassion. From somewhere, they found a palm-sized piece of coarse hemp floral cloth and pressed it on the grave with a stone, serving as an offering.

Beyond that, there wasn’t even a stick of incense or a few sheets of yellow paper.

Jiang Xingjian stood before the grave for a long while, his eyes dazed. Not until Shen Qianyu stood behind him did Jiang Xingjian finally speak in a low voice. “I know what Your Highness is waiting for.”

He turned around and said word by word, “When Father died at the border that year, I indeed spent six years at the border without returning, training a private army.”

“If Your Highness trusts me, ten days after I leave camp today, I can bring people to provide support.”

Shen Qianyu didn’t speak. He directly tossed the seal from his bosom.

Jiang Xingjian raised his hand to catch it. Lowering his head and eyes for a long while, he finally smiled faintly. “Your Highness trusts me? Your Highness isn’t afraid I’ll flee before battle?”

“You won’t.”

Shen Qianyu said, “Abandon home and country? You don’t have that kind of courage.”

Jiang Xingjian didn’t, and neither did he.

Everyone had selfish desires, but everyone also held righteousness in their hearts.

They were born in Dongning. Even if they didn’t grow up in Dongning, Dongning blood would forever flow in their bodies. Those they loved and cherished were all behind them.

So Shen Qianyu trusted Jiang Xingjian, trusted that like himself, he would fight until the last moment for the common people behind them, for their loved ones behind them.

“The commander’s seal is given to you. This Prince will deploy troops today, hoping to catch Qin Rao off guard.”

“If this Prince cannot wait for your return, you replace this Prince in holding this place until reinforcements arrive from the capital.”

Jiang Xingjian grasped the seal in his hand and slowly nodded.

Chapter 209: Transmitting the Message
In early November, every household in the capital had begun preparing for winter, yet the Chengyang Marquis Estate appeared exceptionally quiet. Ever since Jiang Xingjian had donned his armor and departed for battle again, everyone in the estate from top to bottom had been on edge, fearing the scene from years ago would repeat itself.

Mother Jiang spent every day in the small Buddhist hall chanting sutras and praying to Buddha. Lin Jiayue only stayed in her room to protect her pregnancy, going nowhere. Even when Huai Su occasionally wanted to see her, she was too lazy to meet, spending all day idly confined in Longxiang Studio, casually flipping through the books Song Wan had left behind.

With Jiang Xingjian absent from the estate, she seemed to have lost her fighting spirit, unable to muster any energy. Only when Jiang Xing was present would she force herself to accompany her in reading, writing, embroidery, or braiding cords.

Mother Jiang had originally looked down upon the child in her womb, but recently she had frequently sent the estate physician to check her pulse for safety, which had made Lin Jiayue increasingly irritated.

If Jiang Xingjian hadn’t left the capital, this little thing in her belly would probably be long gone already.

Lin Jiayue gently touched her swollen abdomen, a flash of struggle and tenderness crossing her eyes.

“Concubine Lin, Shopkeeper Xu from the general store requests an audience.”

“To see me?”

Qi Shun’s wife nodded. “This old servant also found it strange. When asked what the matter was, he wouldn’t say. Shall this old servant accompany you to see him?”

“Let’s see him. Perhaps there’s some problem with the shop.”

She walked out with an indifferent expression. Qi Shun’s wife watched her demeanor and behavior, feeling it was strangely familiar.

Shopkeeper Xu was the general manager of the marquis estate’s general store in the capital, a thin and wiry old man past his sixtieth year. Lin Jiayue had only met him once when the shop opened, accompanying Jiang Xingjian. For him to now seek her out was truly perplexing.

Leaving Lanting Courtyard, Lin Jiayue walked slowly toward the small pavilion near the hanging flower gate. Though winter hadn’t yet arrived, she still felt somewhat cold.

Tightening the cloak around her, she looked at the old man before her with a bored expression.

Shopkeeper Xu didn’t say much either. He simply handed her a package in his hand. “A customer said there was a problem with goods from the shop and told this old servant to personally deliver this item to the proprietor.”

“With the marquis absent, this old servant thought this item should rightfully be given to Concubine Lin.”

Lin Jiayue frowned and took the item, opening it casually. Inside were several miscellaneous objects. She couldn’t make out any problems, but the tattered piece of clothing at the very bottom caught her attention.

“What is this…”

Unfolding the garment, Lin Jiayue glanced over it and suddenly her expression changed.

Seeing her reaction, Shopkeeper Xu knew she understood in her heart. After bowing, he left a message that she could summon him if there was anything, then turned and departed.

“What’s wrong with these items? This old servant didn’t notice anything.”

Lin Jiayue gathered those items together, her expression bland. “There’s a flaw in the mold the craftsman made. I’ll take it back to my room to examine.”

Returning to her room, Lin Jiayue laid the garment flat on the table, then found paper and brush to copy down all the contents written on it. After clearly reading the information Jiang Xingjian had transmitted, she slumped into a chair in a daze.

Even if this item had been sent to the capital by eight-hundred-li express delivery, it would still take over ten days. By now, Jiang Xingjian and the Crown Prince’s people might have already been completely annihilated.

Lin Jiayue tossed the paper and brush in her hand onto the table with a contemptuous sneer.

But as she sneered, she couldn’t help but shed tears.

What if… what if they weren’t dead yet and were still desperately holding on?

Thinking of how the message said Jiang Man had already been brutally tortured to death, Lin Jiayue bit her lip, unable to calm down for a long while.

She thought she hated Jiang Xingjian and hated Jiang Man, even painfully hated everyone and everything in the entire Chengyang Marquis Estate. She thought that even a single stone or blade of grass in the Chengyang Marquis Estate, she would hate.

But why…

Why, upon learning that Jiang Xingjian was trapped at Su River and that Jiang Man had died for such an absurd reason, did she only feel shock without the slightest satisfaction?

Lin Jiayue touched her abdomen, her eyes full of painful struggle.

“Sister Yue.”

Jiang Xing pushed open the door. Just as she tentatively peeked her head in, she was startled by Lin Jiayue suddenly rising and striding quickly toward the door. She was just about to ask when she saw Lin Jiayue already clutching her belly and running out.

“Be careful of your body…”

Just as she left Longxiang Studio, Lin Jiayue was stopped by Qing Wei.

“What is Concubine Lin doing? Be careful of your body.”

“Quick, I must enter the palace to see Song Wan.”

Lin Jiayue opened her eyes wide, her heart bitter.

Who would have thought that after experiencing life, death, and betrayal in a foreign land, the only person she trusted when facing major matters would actually be Song Wan?

Qing Wei had originally been a palace ceremonial official and had managed estate affairs for a long time. Some time ago, Jiang Xingjian had taken her into his household, though at that time he had only written her into the estate registry. That was right when the old matriarch had passed away and the estate was still in mourning. If the marquis estate hadn’t encountered successive troubles and Qing Wei’s status hadn’t been truly awkward, this measure probably wouldn’t have been taken.

Perhaps precisely because of this, neither she nor Lin Jiayue harbored any hostility toward each other. Though there were occasionally small conflicts between them, on major matters the two could still keep their heads clear.

“I’m afraid it won’t be easy to arrange.”

Qing Wei said, “A concubine’s status is too low to submit a calling card to enter the palace. If there’s truly an urgent matter, we can only have a palace mistress summon you. But Song Chenghui’s rank is also low—she has no authority to summon people from outside the palace.”

“If you truly have urgent business, I might be able to ask someone to inquire with Noble Consort Yun. If Noble Consort Yun consents, you might be able to meet Song Chenghui.”

“No, we cannot see Noble Consort Yun.”

With Jiang Xingjian and the Crown Prince in trouble, only Third Prince Shen Qianbai remained in court. If the Crown Prince’s party all perished at Su River, Shen Qianbai could directly ascend to power!

Asking her to use the empire as a wager to test human nature—she couldn’t do it.

Lin Jiayue grabbed Qing Wei, anxiety showing in her eyes.

“This…”

After pondering for a moment, Qing Wei said, “Then Concubine Lin can only seek the old madam.”

Mother Jiang held an imperial mandate. If she wished to see Song Wan, she could simply submit a calling card to enter the palace. No one should obstruct her.

“The old madam?”

Lin Jiayue froze, her heart bitter.

To her, Mother Jiang was even less reliable than herself.

But at this moment, there could be no more delays. Every moment of delay might mean more deaths.

Lin Jiayue gritted her teeth and turned to head toward Mother Jiang’s Jiangxiang Courtyard.

“What are you doing acting so flustered?”

Mother Jiang was meditating in the small Buddhist hall when Lin Jiayue suddenly pushed open the door, startling her into raising her eyebrows sharply.

“All of you, go outside. I have matters to discuss with Madam.”

Lin Jiayue looked at the maids and servants in the room and sent them all out. Nanny Li was dissatisfied in her heart and was just about to scold her a few words when Lin Jiayue shouted loudly for her to get lost.

“Mother, something has happened at Su River.”

Having pushed everyone out, Lin Jiayue said tearfully, “His Majesty ostensibly sent the marquis to Su River, but secretly reached an agreement with Nanqing, withdrawing all the garrison forces from Su River. Now only an empty shell remains.”

“Moreover, Consort Jiang was secretly sent by His Majesty into the hands of the Nanqing princess and has long since been tortured to death.”

“His Majesty has made up his mind to end the Chengyang Marquis Estate’s life. We cannot sit and wait for death.”

“I must enter the palace to see Song Wan. Mother, please help me!”

“Help me!”

Chapter 210: Support
“You… is what you’re saying true?” Upon hearing these words, Mother Jiang’s vision suddenly went black. She could no longer stand and fell straight backward. Lin Jiayue desperately held onto her, but because of her own physical inconvenience, she was also pulled down to the ground.

She utterly detested Mother Jiang’s habit of feigning fainting whenever trouble arose. In her urgency, Lin Jiayue shouted loudly, “Stop fainting! Do you want Consort Jiang and the marquis to all die at Su River before you’re satisfied?”

“What time is it now? You need to pull yourself together and accomplish something.”

Lin Jiayue angrily pulled the woman up. Mother Jiang cried, “I must enter the palace. I must enter the palace to question His Majesty why he treats Yi’er like this! Our Chengyang Marquis Estate for a hundred years…”

Slap! Lin Jiayue struck Mother Jiang hard across the face.

“Are you awake now? Enter the palace? You think you’d still have a life to come out after entering the palace now?”

Growing angrier as she spoke, Lin Jiayue reached out and slapped her hard twice more.

“The Emperor clearly intends to use the marquis estate to vent the Nanqing princess’s anger. By delivering yourself to his doorstep now, do you think not enough people have died yet?”

Mother Jiang seemed to be slapped awake. The consciousness in her eyes slowly returned. “You’re right. I cannot enter the palace. Then what can I do?”

“You submit a calling card. I need to see Song Wan.”

“What use is seeing her?”

Lin Jiayue gritted her teeth. “The Song family is useful. Song Fu is useful. Song Lan’an is useful.”

“Song Wan is in the Eastern Palace. If the Crown Prince dies, the Song family’s future will turn to ashes. They will certainly find a way to send troops to rescue the Crown Prince. With troops sent and reinforcements provided, the marquis will have one more hope of survival.”

“We cannot delay any longer. I must see Song Wan now.”

Mother Jiang nodded. “I’ll submit the card right away.”

She hurriedly walked out. After taking just two steps, she asked, “Why don’t we go directly to Song Lan’an?”

“The Crown Prince isn’t the only one who can inherit the throne. If we go directly to Song Lan’an and he conceals this matter, what will you do then?”

“Stop wasting words. Hurry and write it. Song Wan will have a way to make the Song estate contribute.”

Mother Jiang slapped herself hard across the face, forcing herself to calm down. When she picked up the brush, however, she said, “I cannot see Song Wan directly. I cannot enter the palace.”

Her eyes reddened, and even her lips and tongue grew somewhat stiff.

“If what you say is true, there must be people watching the marquis estate. But you’re different—you’re just a concubine. I’ll help you write a card to Imperial Concubine Lu.”

“The Lu family has some roundabout connection with our estate. I’ll write a card for you in my capacity as a great-aunt, saying I’m having you enter the palace to deliver some items to her. Once you enter the palace, have the Lu family daughter introduce you to Song Wan.”

“That child is simple-minded and won’t suspect anything.”

Mother Jiang quickly wrote a few strokes, then instructed the estate to prepare some food and fabric and urgently send someone into the palace. The two of them waited in the estate for a long time without receiving any news.

Lin Jiayue said hoarsely, “Could the palace already be under martial law, not allowing anyone to enter or exit?”

“It won’t be.”

Mother Jiang gripped her handkerchief tightly. “Sudden martial law in the palace would instead arouse others’ suspicions. Right now, His Majesty will certainly strive to maintain the surface status quo and won’t make any moves that would alert the enemy.”

The two waited for a long while before word came from the palace that Imperial Concubine Lu was allowing Lin Jiayue to enter and meet her.

Lin Jiayue stood up and was about to leave when Mother Jiang said, “Wipe the tears from your face. Smile more when meeting people. Speak sweetly so no one notices anything.”

Lin Jiayue nodded. Just as she was about to leave, Mother Jiang suddenly choked up. “Whether Yi’er can return safely depends on you. You must earnestly plead with Song Wan. If she harbors resentment toward me, after Yi’er returns in the future, I will personally enter the palace to apologize to her.”

“Even if I have to crawl there or kneel there, anything will do.”

“She will rescue the marquis. I trust her. She will.”

After Lin Jiayue finished speaking, she strode out.

Lu Youjun was still puzzling over what this suddenly appearing great-aunt business was all about when she saw Lin Jiayue, heavily pregnant, being led in from outside the courtyard by a eunuch.

“With such a heavy belly, having you deliver things to me is truly taxing.”

Smiling as she welcomed Lin Jiayue inside, Lu Youjun sat in a chair and spoke no more. Lin Jiayue had no time for small talk with her and got straight to the point. “To be honest with Imperial Concubine Lu, I entered the palace today because I wish to seek an audience with Song Chenghui.”

“Song Chenghui?”

Lin Jiayue nodded. “The two of us have some prior connection. Our family’s second master has a younger sister, and Song Chenghui once promised to help with the young lady’s marriage prospects. Now that the young ladies have reached the appropriate age, I’ve looked at several households and was thinking of asking her to help assess them.”

“So that’s what this is about.”

Lu Youjun was simple-minded, and knowing the relationship between Song Wan and the Chengyang Marquis Estate, she didn’t think much of it upon hearing this and turned to have Ying Hong go to Laiyi Pavilion to inquire.

During the wait, Lin Jiayue smiled until her face grew stiff before Song Wan finally arrived at a leisurely pace.

“Song Chenghui.”

Song Wan’s face showed a warm smile. “How did you come today?”

Perhaps because this pregnancy was stable, Lin Jiayue had become considerably more plump than the last time they’d met, no longer appearing sickly and frail as before. The two hadn’t seen each other for a long time, and upon meeting again, Song Wan actually felt a bit of the joy of encountering an old friend.

Seeing Song Wan, Lin Jiayue quickly stood up and grabbed her wrist, squeezing hard.

Her grip was very forceful. Song Wan could see that though Lin Jiayue appeared to be smiling, her eyes actually held tears, full of pleading.

She furrowed her brow slightly, then smiled. “Youjun’s courtyard has a small pavilion. Shall we sit there? The view is expansive there, and getting some fresh air will also be more comfortable for you.”

An expansive view meant no one could eavesdrop. Lin Jiayue quickly nodded and pulled her out.

“Today I’ve borrowed Imperial Concubine Lu’s precious grounds to meet an old friend. I wonder if I could trouble Youjun to help prepare some small refreshments for us?”

“What trouble is that? I have plenty of food here.”

Lu Youjun smiled broadly. “You two go chat first. I’ll be right back.”

Song Wan smiled faintly and pulled Lin Jiayue out of the courtyard.

When they reached the courtyard, Song Wan had Heng Zhi fetch cushions and a cloak for Lin Jiayue. After sending everyone away, she finally said softly, “Has something happened to you?”

Lin Jiayue shook her head. “Not to me—to the Crown Prince and Jiang Xingjian.”

Relaying to Song Wan what she had told Mother Jiang, Lin Jiayue continued, “The letter also said that Qin Zhan is already dead and Prince Ning has ascended the throne…”

“What should we do now? So much time has already passed. Are they still alive?”

Upon hearing this, Song Wan felt as if someone had poured cold water over her from head to toe, the chill spreading from the bottom of her heart to her fingertips.

She gripped her skirt and took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. After a moment, Song Wan said in a heavy voice, “There should be no problem. At least right now Prince Ning doesn’t know the Su River situation, which means the forces in Qin Rao’s hands are being held back.”

She knew Jiang Xingjian had a private army. From the looks of it now, this private army must be holding back Qin Rao.

Song Wan said, “This matter needs to be made known to all under heaven as quickly as possible.”

The two had reddened eyes but knew now was not the time to cry, so they both forcibly held back their tears.

“Only if everyone knows will His Majesty be forced by court pressure to send troops for reinforcement.”

“If we don’t force him into a desperate situation, he certainly won’t make any moves. Instead, he’ll use everything at his disposal to erase all traces of this matter, seeking to have the historical records write fabricated achievements.”

“Jiayue…”

Song Wan’s gaze was resolute. “I need your help.”

Chapter 211: Regicide
“Speak. As long as it’s within my power, I will certainly do my utmost.”

Song Wan said, “Do you have a way to make everyone in the capital know of this matter in the shortest time possible?”

“I do!”

“Additionally, it’s inconvenient for me to send messages from within the palace. Please help me inform my elder brother and sister-in-law of this matter.”

Lin Jiayue nodded. “I’ll have people print handbills as soon as I return to the residence today. Before tomorrow, I’ll ensure that the dog Emperor’s vile deeds are spread throughout every street and alley, known to everyone.”

Song Wan didn’t fully understand the meaning behind her words, but she had known Lin Jiayue for more than just a day or two. She knew that Lin Jiayue indeed possessed some unconventional yet extraordinarily effective methods.

“As for your elder brother, I’ll send people from my shop to find him as soon as I return. Do you have any token of proof?”

Song Wan removed a pearl necklace from around her neck and hung it around Lin Jiayue’s.

“Entering the palace may be easy for you, but leaving may not be so convenient. This item won’t arouse suspicion, and my elder brother will believe you when he sees it.”

“Leave the rest to me.”

“Stay safely in the residence and nurture your pregnancy. Don’t overthink things.”

Lin Jiayue’s eyes reddened as she laughed softly. “Don’t you doubt my words at all? If I were lying, everything you’ve done today would become a death warrant.”

Song Wan said firmly, “I haven’t doubted you.”

She had seen Lin Jiayue when she was innocent and carefree, optimistic and easygoing, and she had also seen her when she was consumed with regret and unbearable pain after being burdened with taking a life. She had never harmed anyone, and she had no reason to harm her.

“His Majesty’s energy should all be focused on blocking news of the Suo River from reaching the capital. The capital won’t be under martial law these next few days. If you have any moves you want to make, do them quickly.”

Lin Jiayue suddenly understood the meaning behind Song Wan’s words.

But in the end, she merely shook her head faintly.

She was no longer the fearless Lin Jiayue who had first entered the capital. The current her had developed fears in her heart. Instead, she wasn’t as bold as Song Wan, who dared to walk out of the cage that imprisoned herself.

“You… take care of yourself as well. I’ll be going now.”

Song Wan nodded and saw Lin Jiayue off, then quickened her own steps toward Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters.

Shang Rong was the legitimate granddaughter of Shang Chong. Minister Shang was famously upright in court—everyone knew he was impartial and honorable. If he learned of this matter, he certainly wouldn’t stand idly by.

When she arrived at Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters, the other woman was sitting on the bed reading. Seeing Song Wan enter, she happily beckoned to her.

Song Wan had her dismiss everyone around them, then told her everything about the Suo River situation.

“This…”

Shang Rong bit her teeth and said in a low voice, “How outrageous!”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s voice choked with emotion. “Wan’er believes that His Majesty must know about the sudden death of Nanqing’s ruler.”

Though Emperor Wenhui was weak, he was no fool. How could he not know of such a major event? Yet to this day, no news had spread through the court. The only possibility was that he had suppressed all information.

Shang Rong frowned. “If he knows, why hasn’t he sent troops to reinforce the Suo River? Could it be he truly wants to let Nanqing attack into Dongning and hand over this realm to others? This makes no sense. Though he’s incompetent, this realm belongs to the Shen clan. Just because he’s willing to give up Suncheng and Chiyang doesn’t mean he can give away the entire realm to Nanqing.”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief, her heart in chaotic turmoil.

“His Majesty may be cowardly, but the methods an emperor should possess are no weaker than anyone else’s.”

On the way to Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters, she had formed a hypothesis.

“All six sons of the Ming family and the entire military force of the Suo River Regional Commander were transferred to Shaanxi. I suspect His Majesty has already assessed the Nanqing situation and is waiting for Nanqing to break through the Suo River and seize the two key cities.”

Shang Rong’s mouth fell open, feeling her chest tighten until she could barely breathe.

She suffered from a serious illness and couldn’t experience great emotional fluctuations. Now, as soon as Song Wan hinted at the reason, she immediately understood. She became so angry that her head grew dizzy and her limbs trembled uncontrollably.

Song Wan hurriedly helped her regulate her breathing. After a while, Shang Rong recovered and finally said through gritted teeth with a vicious expression, “He never anticipated that Qin Rao had an elite force under her command, but when the Crown Prince requested troops to wash away his reputation of weakness, he could only gladly agree.”

“Before the Crown Prince departed, he suddenly transferred all military forces into Shaanxi ahead of schedule. First, this was to show goodwill to Nanqing, hoping to secretly appease Qin Zhan’s fury. Second, he had already guessed that regardless of whether Qin Zhan or Prince Ning ultimately took power, they would use this opportunity to capture the Suo River.”

“So he deployed forces in Shaanxi in advance. This way, even if the Crown Prince cannot hold the Suo River and lets Nanqing seize Suncheng and Chiyang, he still has arrangements in Shaanxi. Nanqing won’t easily attack the capital.”

“And regardless of whether the Shaanxi campaign ends in victory or defeat, he won’t be left with any infamy. If Shaanxi wins, he might even receive historical praise calling him brilliantly strategic and surpassing all achievements through the ages.”

“The Crown Prince, however, will become a fool who overreached, eager for quick success and immediate benefits!”

“For that baseless praise, he has cast aside the common people and the realm entirely. All of this—everything—is merely a sacrificial offering for the few brief lines that will be written about him in future histories!”

“He’s mad. Emperor Wenhui has gone mad.”

Shang Rong gritted her teeth so hard that her gums ached and went numb.

Song Wan’s eyes reddened, her gaze full of hatred as she nodded.

For just a few empty words of praise, Emperor Wenhui was willing to overturn the realm and the empire, using the blood of Dongning’s military officers as a carpet and the accumulated white bones of the common people as a ladder.

And all for just a few baseless words of empty fame!

As the Crown Prince’s bedside companion, as subjects of Dongning, how could they not hate? How could they be resigned to this?

“You must spread this matter as quickly as possible. I’ll send a letter to my family tonight to inform my grandfather. Also, gather everyone from the Eastern Palace.”

All the women of the Eastern Palace came from official families. Aside from Lu Youjun and Zhang Baozhen, the others could always manage to say a word or two in their households.

“Wu Xixiang is Censor Wu’s only daughter. Have her inform Censor Wu.”

“Can messages possibly be sent out of the palace now?”

Shang Rong nodded. “I have a way.”

“Do you think I’ve lived these years for nothing?”

Song Wan pressed her lips together in a faint smile, but Shang Rong could only see bitterness in it. Her eyes blazed fiercely. “Right now, the difficulty isn’t sending messages out of the palace. The difficulty is…”

Song Wan said, “I fear that when the time comes, even if all the officials in court plead for mercy, His Majesty still won’t change his deployment.”

Emperor Wenhui had already become this deranged—no one could guess what other unconscionable acts he might commit.

“We won’t allow him to decide whether he wants to or not.”

Shang Rong sat up straight and looked at Song Wan. “If he insists on his course, we’ll send him on his final journey.”

“You mean…”

Song Wan’s eyes widened. She had never imagined Shang Rong would speak words of regicide.

She had followed rules and propriety since childhood. She had never thought of such words, never even heard them spoken.

“If Emperor Wenhui insists on not sending troops, and with the court officials pressuring him, he will certainly seal off the palace. At that point, as long as he delays for three to five days, he could allow Nanqing to attack into the Suo River.”

“He may dare to delay, but we cannot.”

Shang Rong grasped Song Wan’s hand. “Whether in the outer court or inner palace, we must be prepared. If it truly comes to that step, we must have a contingency plan ready.”

Song Wan’s eyes gradually grew resolute as she looked at Shang Rong and slowly nodded.

If Emperor Wenhui insisted on not sending reinforcements to the Suo River, she was willing to bear eternal infamy and become the one who committed regicide!

Chapter 212: Tonic Soup
After conversing with Shang Rong, Song Wan gathered several people from the Eastern Palace together and informed them of the entire situation from beginning to end, as well as her and Shang Rong’s conjectures—only omitting any mention of regicide.

Who would have thought that Qi Qingling, who had just recovered her health and hadn’t spoken in a long time, would suddenly say, “If that’s the case, His Majesty probably won’t easily dispatch troops.”

She touched her uneven cheeks, her tone despondent. “If the Crown Prince cannot return to the capital, we people of the Eastern Palace won’t meet with any good end either.”

After being gravely injured by Qin Rao, Qi Qingling’s temperament had become much more melancholic than before. Everyone usually took care to protect her, so seeing her in such a dejected state now made their hearts ache.

Lu Youjun was about to speak words of comfort when she heard Qi Qingling say, “If His Majesty…”

She pinched the handkerchief in her hand. “If His Majesty insists on this course, we need to think of a way to prevent him from dragging the Crown Prince down.”

Song Wan and Shang Rong exchanged glances, both lowering their brows without speaking.

Lu Youjun, however, said in a panic, “How can we prevent His Majesty from dragging the Crown Prince down? We can’t possibly rebel and force him from the throne, can we?”

“Dead men don’t drag others down.”

Her gaze swept back and forth across the faces of Song Wan, Shang Rong, and Qi Qingling. After a long while, Zhao Nanzhang murmured these words.

“First let’s get the message out of the palace. We’ll slowly figure out the rest.”

Wu Xixiang took up paper and brush and quickly wrote an ambiguous letter—one so cryptic that even Shang Rong couldn’t discern its deeper meaning.

Zhao Nanzhang followed suit, and soon handed to Shang Rong the message she wanted sent to her family.

Several of them took action, but only Lu Youjun’s face flushed red, and before long tears appeared in her eyes. Zhang Baozhen, watching from the side, stepped forward to silently comfort her.

Neither of them was favored in their families, and due to various reasons, they couldn’t help at all with such important matters.

Not only did they have no messages to send, but even if they sent word home, probably no one would pay attention.

The two bit their lips, their hearts exceptionally downcast at being unable to help the Eastern Palace.

“You two needn’t feel this way. There will be plenty of places where help is needed later.”

Shang Rong spoke lightly, as convincingly as always.

“Regarding this matter, has Song Chenghui informed Noble Consort Yun?”

Song Wan shook her head. “Not yet. I was just preparing to go inform my aunt now.”

In Changxin Palace, Song Yuning was clutching an embroidered handkerchief tightly, her lips pressed into a firm line.

Her face was pale and livid, fury surging in her chest. When Song Wan mentioned that Jiang Man had been secretly sent to Qin Rao’s hands to be tortured to death, she couldn’t help but flinch violently.

When Song Wan spoke of her own conjectures and Emperor Wenhui’s deployment in Shaanxi, she finally couldn’t restrain herself. Pressing her lips, she ran to the washing stand and began to retch.

Perhaps because there was nothing in her stomach, Song Yuning only vomited up a few mouthfuls of clear water before feeling somewhat better.

Seeing this, Song Wan’s gaze was stunned, but Song Yuning merely laughed coldly. “Don’t read too much into it. Your aunt is simply too disgusted by Shen Congyi to bear it.”

After blinking to force back the bitter sourness in her eyes, she grasped Song Wan’s hand but couldn’t speak for a long while.

When she entered the palace, she had been just a young girl who had barely come of age. Though she knew she was entering the palace to pave the way for her clan, when getting along with Shen Congyi, she had also once felt genuine affection.

At that time she was still just a teenager, inexperienced in worldly affairs and innocent. Shen Congyi was skilled at being humble and submissive before women in the inner chambers, coaxing them into happiness. How could she not be moved?

He was her husband. She had borne Qianbai for him. How could she remain unmoved year after year?

Thinking of this, Song Yuning bent over and vomited again with a wail.

Even though the affection between them had long since vanished, Song Yuning had never imagined that one day she would find Shen Congyi this repulsive.

In the past, though she knew he was cowardly, she had merely thought he had been frightened out of his wits and was timid by nature. She never imagined this person could be so despicable!

“Wan’er, return to the Eastern Palace.”

After rinsing her mouth, Song Yuning summoned Caiji and had her escort Song Wan back. Though Song Wan was unwilling, Song Yuning forcibly sent her away.

After Song Wan left, Song Yuning said, “Changping, go find Qianbai. I have something to discuss with him.”

When Shen Qianbai appeared, his face still bore a silver mask. Song Yuning beckoned to him. “Come let your mother consort take a look at you.”

“What’s wrong, Mother Consort?”

Standing beside Song Yuning, Shen Qianbai was now almost as tall as she was. The Shen family all had good looks—if Shen Qianbai’s appearance hadn’t been ruined, he would certainly be a graceful and refined young man now.

Lovingly reaching her hand to Shen Qianbai’s cheek, Song Yuning said, “Consort Jiang is gone. Your father Emperor secretly sent her to Qin Rao’s hands. I hear her death was tragic.”

“Father Emperor…”

Shen Qianbai’s face showed disbelief.

Of all the imperial princes in court, only Shen Qianbai was favored by Emperor Wenhui. From childhood he had been raised by Emperor Wenhui as the heir apparent, and was the only imperial prince who had ever been held in Emperor Wenhui’s arms while learning the art of ruling.

In Shen Qianbai’s heart, though his father Emperor couldn’t be called supremely wise and enlightened, he was still a ruler who governed well internally and cared for his people with diligence.

How could he believe that his own father Emperor would do such a contemptible thing?

While Shen Qianbai was still in a daze, Song Yuning told him everything Song Wan had said.

“I need you to leave the palace today and go to the Song residence to find Song Lan’an. Tell him everything on my behalf, and stay at the Song residence without returning to the palace.”

“What does Mother Consort intend to do?”

“Do what your mother consort ought to do.”

Having said this, Song Yuning summoned Changping and had him take Shen Qianbai away from Changxin Palace.

She herself then went to the small kitchen and brought out the warming tonic soup that had been simmering for the Third Imperial Prince all evening.

After today, Emperor Wenhui would certainly be reviled by all the people, and the memorials of impeachment from important court officials could bend his spine with their weight alone. After tonight, given his temperament, he would certainly retreat into his shell and never again leave the rear palace.

So she had no more time. She couldn’t let Emperor Wenhui commit such a monstrous wrong, gambling all of Dongning for his name to be glorified through the ages.

Carrying the food box, Song Yuning walked to the Emperor’s sleeping quarters to wait for the eunuch to announce her.

“What brings you here?”

Seeing Song Yuning, Emperor Wenhui’s face showed a smile, appearing quite pleased.

“Qianbai mentioned Your Majesty today, so this consort came to see you.”

Her tone was neither warm nor cold, appearing not particularly happy, but Emperor Wenhui was used to this.

Now that he was getting on in years, he had grown increasingly fond of Song Yuning’s temperament.

“Has the injury on Qianbai’s face improved?”

Hearing this, Song Yuning paused in her movements and glared at him without any pleasant expression as she arranged the food from the box onto the table.

“Has Your Majesty already eaten? If so, this consort will take this away to avoid offending your eyes.”

As she spoke, she was about to put the soup bowl back into the food box. Seeing that Emperor Wenhui didn’t answer, Song Yuning said indifferently, “It seems you’ve already dined together with Consort Jiang.”

“When did I ever eat? I’m quite hungry.”

His mood had been good recently, so he was willing to humor these women of the rear palace somewhat.

“You’ve worked hard.”

Taking the soup bowl from Song Yuning’s hands, Emperor Wenhui sat down to dine with her.

Seeing her ladle out a spoonful of hot soup from the tureen and drink it first as usual, only then did Emperor Wenhui begin drinking it spoonful by spoonful.

Chapter 213: The Realm
Watching his actions, Song Yuning lowered her eyes to hide the contempt within them.

That brief spark of romantic affection she had felt for Emperor Wenhui had probably dissipated amid these contemptible minor details.

A hidden pain throbbed in her abdomen. Song Yuning picked up some pickled bamboo shoots and placed them on the small white porcelain dish in front of Emperor Wenhui.

“It’s touching that you still remember what I favor.”

Song Yuning smiled faintly. “When Qianbai was just born, Your Majesty doted on him greatly, holding him in your arms all day. You never paid any attention to that saying about holding grandsons but not sons. Back then, even when Your Majesty wanted to eat these pickled bamboo shoots, you would restrain yourself, saying you feared the alcohol smell on your body would make Qianbai uncomfortable.”

Emperor Wenhui’s eyes softened as he heaved a long sigh. “I truly wanted to let Qianbai…”

“Forget it, forget it. Let’s not speak of this.”

Song Yuning stroked her lower abdomen, seeming to be in pain. She raised her head, about to speak, when suddenly she spat out a mouthful of dark brownish blood with a splutter.

“You…”

Emperor Wenhui was greatly shocked. Just as he was about to have someone summon the imperial physician, sudden sharp pain struck his abdomen, making him bend over violently.

“Your Majesty!”

The attending eunuch in the room stepped forward. Seeing Emperor Wenhui suddenly collapse to the ground, he hurriedly went to summon the imperial physician. From the shadows emerged a hunched figure. He walked to Emperor Wenhui’s side, pulled out a ceramic bottle two fingers wide from his robes, poured out a red pill, and placed it in Emperor Wenhui’s mouth.

Seeing this, Song Yuning felt immense hatred in her heart. She knew that if today’s attempt failed, it would inevitably implicate Song Wan and the Song residence. She couldn’t help but speak in despair. “Your Majesty, come with this consort. Don’t commit such a monstrous wrong.”

“What do you mean?”

Emperor Wenhui narrowed his eyes, which were full of vicious malice.

Song Yuning said, “In Qianbai’s heart, Your Majesty is an enlightened ruler for the ages. He respects and reveres you. To him, Your Majesty is a sage emperor and wise king, the loving father who held him in his arms from childhood.”

“This consort doesn’t want you to destroy the image of the towering father emperor in Qianbai’s heart.”

As she spoke, Song Yuning vomited out large mouthfuls of fresh blood.

Wan’er was a child she had raised. How could she not see through her every action and understand what thoughts she harbored? But regicide was no easy matter. If Wan’er failed, Emperor Wenhui would certainly be enraged and put her to death, and would also implicate the entire Song clan.

But she herself was different. After all, there was some measure of husband-wife affection between the two of them, and moreover there was Qianbai between them. Furthermore, Emperor Wenhui cared about his reputation and wouldn’t want this kind of matter known to everyone.

Even if she died today, he would quietly find some excuse to cover it up, just as he had handled the Empress and Consort Jiang.

Song Yuning looked at Emperor Wenhui and murmured in a low voice, “Qianbai has already suffered enough. This consort cannot let Your Majesty destroy the father in his heart.”

She had been by Emperor Wenhui’s side for over ten years but had never seen this old eunuch before today, nor did she know that Emperor Wenhui possessed such life-saving measures.

Emperor Wenhui said, “How did you learn of the Nanqing matter?”

Song Yuning laughed bitterly. “You sent Jiang Man out of the palace. You could hide it from this consort for a time, but how could you hide it from this consort for a lifetime?”

Emperor Wenhui narrowed his eyes slightly, his pair of murky old eyes full of scrutiny.

For Shen Qianbai’s sake, he had always treated Song Yuning differently, yet never expected she would harbor such vicious thoughts.

Blood and tears streamed down Song Yuning’s face, her eyes full of earnest pleading.

Looking at her, Emperor Wenhui finally sighed. “I have always respected loving mothers, and you have always been sincere toward Qianbai.”

“What a pity my own mother consort was not like this. From childhood she taught me to hide my capabilities and bide my time, to seek advantage and avoid harm, which is why I developed such a temperament.”

Staggering to his feet, he looked down at Song Yuning from above. “After Qianbai was injured, you never forced him to compete with the Crown Prince for position. I am very gratified by this.”

“I don’t want to hurt Qianbai’s heart. Today I’ll leave you with an intact corpse.”

The young eunuch from earlier stepped forward to help Emperor Wenhui up, while the hunched old man had already disappeared without a trace. But Song Yuning knew he must be constantly guarding Emperor Wenhui’s side to protect his safety.

Two people entered from outside the hall. They wrapped Song Yuning in bedding and carried her out of Zhaohui Hall where Emperor Wenhui resided.

Only when they reached a secluded part of the palace at Ganquan Well did the two men stop.

One of them set Song Yuning down and forced a pill into her mouth.

“Your Ladyship was too impulsive today. This matter should have been approached gradually.”

Song Yuning’s entire body was soaked with sweat. Now, stimulated by the cold wind, she couldn’t help but shiver violently. “Even if the imperial edict were issued immediately, mobilizing and dispatching troops in court would still require three to five days. For the edict to reach Shaanxi and for the six sons of the Ming family to dispatch troops to the Suo River would take another ten days or so. Border matters cannot be delayed—how can I afford to approach this gradually?”

She couldn’t bear to see the Crown Prince defeated in battle, leaving Wan’er widowed again, nor did she want Qianbai to inherit the realm Emperor Wenhui left behind.

If Nanqing truly broke through the Suo River and passed through Shaanxi, how would her Qianbai deal with that devastation? Would he become a weak and incompetent, cowering ruler like his father, or would he risk himself on the battlefield like the Crown Prince?

Therefore, this stumbling block that was Shen Congyi must die, and must die quickly!

“Yuning has a favor to ask…”

Song Wan sat in Laiyi Pavilion, constantly discussing with Zhao Nanzhang about tomorrow’s palace gate opening. The two were busy working when Heng Zhi quietly stepped forward to say that a Eunuch Yuan from outside was requesting an audience.

“Yuan? Eunuch Yuan from Zhongyang Palace?”

Song Wan was somewhat surprised. Before she entered the palace, her father had said if she had any difficulties, she could seek him out. After brief consideration, Song Wan walked out of Laiyi Pavilion.

“Song Chenghui.”

Yuan Rong looked at Song Wan and in an indifferent tone informed her of today’s matter—how Song Yuning had attempted but failed to poison Emperor Wenhui to death. He also mentioned the red pill and the deeply hidden old eunuch. After explaining everything, Yuan Rong wanted to leave but was stopped by Song Wan.

“How is my aunt now?”

“Her life is not in danger. Beyond that, I don’t know.”

“Where is she?”

“A safe place.”

Seeing that Yuan Rong was unwilling to say much more to her, Song Wan frowned and said in a low voice, “Before entering the palace, Father said that if I encountered difficulties in the palace, I could seek Eunuch Yuan’s help.”

“This servant did indeed receive kindness from Minister Song in earlier years and did promise to help him once.”

Hearing that he had no intention of involving himself in palace chaos, Song Wan clutched her handkerchief and curtseyed slightly to Yuan Rong. “For today’s matter, I thank you on my father’s behalf.”

“No need for courtesy.”

Having no intention of staying longer, Yuan Rong quickly left Laiyi Pavilion after speaking.

Zhao Nanzhang emerged from behind the screen, grasping Song Wan’s hand with worry. “Even Noble Consort Yun failed to poison him to death, so what about us…”

The plan they had formulated earlier was to have someone put poison in Emperor Wenhui’s meals. Now it seemed this method was completely unfeasible.

Song Wan clenched her fists, her heart in turmoil.

She worried about the Crown Prince, worried about her aunt, and also feared that tomorrow when the palace gates opened and all officials went to court, not a single person would know about the Suo River matter.

Yet who would have known that tonight, she was far from the only one whose heart was troubled and who couldn’t sleep.

Shen Qianbai stood at the palace gate for a long time, unable to decide whether he should leave the palace to find Song Lan’an.

The eunuch who had served him since childhood, seeing his master make no move, said timidly, “Master…”

Shen Qianbai raised his eyes—beneath the silver mask was a pair of bright and clear eyes.

The eunuch shrank back, stammering, “Master, if… if the Crown Prince cannot return, the throne—this realm—will be yours.”

Chapter 214: Righteous Merchant
Hearing this, Shen Qianbai frowned slightly, but after just a moment he smiled and shook his head. “Leave the palace and go to the Song residence.”

“Master.”

The young eunuch seemed puzzled. Shen Qianbai strode forward and handed his token to the palace guards checking those entering and exiting.

Only after the two had walked out of the palace gates did Shen Qianbai say, “I trust my mother consort.”

If that position were a good thing, his mother consort would certainly scheme for him. Since she had never mentioned that chair again, it meant that chair was no longer suitable for him to fight for.

Having understood this matter, Shen Qianbai strode toward the Song residence.

“Master, look at that.”

The two had just walked a short distance when the young eunuch looked up and pointed at the sky. Following his gesture, Shen Qianbai raised his head to see thousands upon thousands of white paper notes floating down from who knows where. Written extensively upon them was how the Crown Prince was trapped at the Suo River while Emperor Wenhui held back his troops, as well as how he had sent an imperial consort to Nanqing and handed over Suncheng and Chiyang to others—all of it written out in detail.

“Stop looking, hurry home.”

“Is this matter true or not?”

“Whether true or false isn’t something for common folk like us to worry about…”

The common people on the street hurried past. Some wine shops and stores that had been open just moments ago, after seeing what was written on those notes, had also hastily closed up. Shen Qianbai picked up a sheet from the ground, his brow tightly furrowed.

“Master, who wrote so many of these overnight? Do they not value their life?”

“They weren’t written.”

The handwriting on the paper notes was identical throughout—one could tell at a glance that someone had made wooden blocks to print them.

“The capital is about to descend into chaos.”

Shen Qianbai stood up and, after sighing quietly, hurried toward the Song residence.

Tonight the Song residence was brightly lit. Song Lan’an, Song Fu, as well as Duke Yingguo Ming Huaxin and the fifth son of the Duke Yingguo residence Ming He were all in the main hall. When Shen Qianbai entered the hall, everyone stood and paid their respects.

“Now is not the time for such formalities. My mother consort sent me to find Uncle, but from the looks of it, you already know what has happened.”

Song Lan’an nodded. Shen Qianbai had never seen his face look so terrible.

Before everyone could say anything, the Song residence steward came to report that Vice Minister of War Yan Tongfu, Left Vice Minister of Personnel Guo Qing, Vice Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial Zuo Zhengyan, and several other ministers had all sent calling cards to the residence.

Before he had even finished these few sentences, someone else came to report that from Jingshan Academy, Third Young Master Su was leading a group of fellow students toward the palace. The Su family matriarch Li Zhen hoped their young master could be persuaded not to invite taboos on this day.

Song Fu frowned. Just from hearing this succession of reports, he knew the capital had already descended into chaos—he just didn’t know to what degree. But how could he possibly have the spare energy to concern himself with Su Xie’s affairs right now? He could only have the residence steward dispatch some people to look after those students.

“Master, Minister Zheng has gone to the palace.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianbai frowned and said nothing.

Zheng Yunshan was the Left Vice Director of the Central Secretariat. Old Minister Zheng, over seventy years old, had been ill for some time and hadn’t attended court for quite a while.

Those accusations against his father Emperor were scattered everywhere, blotting out the sky and covering the earth. Yet among the important court ministers, the common people of the realm, and even those students from Jingshan Academy, not a single person questioned whether they were true or false.

His father Emperor…

What kind of person was he in the hearts of the people of this realm?

“Forget it, why don’t we also just enter the palace directly? I imagine all our colleagues are already there.”

Song Lan’an spoke, and Duke Yingguo nodded. The two both headed toward the palace.

After the two departed, the fifth son of Duke Yingguo’s residence, Ming He, remained. Ming He said to Song Fu, “My family’s grandmother has three thousand elite troops under her command—troops the late Emperor left to the old lady. These elite troops are currently stationed with the Capital Camp. The Duke Yingguo residence holds half the seal.”

Song Fu raised his eyes, understanding his meaning.

Deploying troops without an edict was tantamount to treason, and without the Emperor’s written order, even if the Grand Princess herself came, the Capital Camp would not release the troops.

However, Ming He’s words were not meant for him to hear, but for Shen Qianbai to hear.

Only then did Shen Qianbai realize the purpose of Song Yuning having him come to the Song residence tonight. He took out the Third Imperial Prince’s gold seal from his robes and handed it to Ming He.

“With this gold seal plus the Grand Princess’s seal, you should be able to mobilize troops out of the capital.”

Song Fu said, “When will Young General Ming depart? My residence still has several hundred guards…”

“I have three thousand Tiger Guard troops under my command.”

Shen Qianbai spoke lightly. “Young General Ming, take this gold seal and go to the Tiger Guard camp to find Tiger Guard Lieutenant Xu Moshan.”

Both Song Fu and Ming He were extremely surprised. Shen Qianbai lowered his eyes, his heart bitter.

He didn’t know how his father Emperor treated others, but toward him he had always been affectionate and generous. These three thousand Tiger Guard troops had been personally placed in his hands by Emperor Wenhui after his injury. Along with that Tiger Guard seal came an imperial testament.

His father Emperor had designated the best territory in Dongning as his fiefdom. Fearing the Crown Prince might develop thoughts of reducing the princes’ power in the future, he had even arranged matters decades in advance for him.

Shen Qianbai bit his teeth, unable to speak for a long time.

Ming He accepted the Third Imperial Prince’s seal, clasped his hands together, and performed a military officer’s salute, then turned and departed.

“This subject must go to the palace gates. Will Your Highness accompany me?”

“I’ll go with my cousin.”

The two looked at each other without speaking, both deeply worried as they walked out of the residence. As soon as Song Fu stepped out of the Song residence main gate, he saw a coarse cloth carriage the color of mouse-brown hair stopped at the street corner. The moment he stood still, someone descended from the carriage.

“Lan Jiu?”

Lan Yunhe was wearing a loose pine-frost green robe and still carried a faint scent of alcohol. From this appearance, he must have been somewhere at a social engagement and hurriedly extracted himself to rush here.

“Is it true or false?”

His words were somewhat slurred, but his tone was very steady.

Song Fu and he were former classmates, and the two had quite some friendship. Were it not for this, the Lan family would not have used Song Wan as a matchmaker back then to arrange Lan Yunhe’s marriage to Miss Bai.

“It’s true.”

Lan Yunhe nodded. “I’ve already had the servants at home prepare three thousand measures each of millet and fodder, and additionally prepare wound medicine and other medicinal items to send to the Suo River. If the Song residence has anything you want brought to the border, you can send it to the Lan family estate in the capital’s outskirts.”

Song Fu clasped his hands in salute, already unable to express any words of gratitude.

Though the Lan family was an enormously wealthy clan, they had no need to wade into these murky waters. That they could do this much was already immensely admirable.

“Young General Ming from the Duke Yingguo residence will lead troops to the Suo River tonight. If you can make it in time, you can have the Lan family people go with them.”

“Did His Majesty issue an edict?”

Song Fu shook his head. Lan Yunhe understood. After thinking for a moment, he said, “Let them go first. I’ll prepare some more things in the city.”

Since Emperor Wenhui could secretly send Consort Jiang to Nanqing, he probably had no intention of dispatching troops at all. If that was the case, that grain and fodder was merely a drop in the bucket—he needed to prepare more.

“You two attend to your business first. If there’s anything, I’ll come find you.”

Having finished speaking, Lan Yunhe raised a hand toward Song Fu and Shen Qianbai, then nimbly returned to his carriage.

His manner was carefree. Without caring that before him stood a current imperial prince and a court official, after boarding the carriage he extended a hand from within the curtain, waved it casually to indicate the two needn’t see him off, then departed with panache.

Song Fu sighed silently. Shen Qianbai covered the mask on his face with his hand, not knowing what he was thinking about.

“Let’s go. Let’s go together to see what’s happening at the palace gates.”

The two went together toward the palace gates, only to see the palace gates tightly locked, while outside knelt people covering the ground. At the forefront was the old madam of the Marquis Chengyang residence in plain white mourning clothes.

Chapter 215: Students
Jiang Mother wore plain white clothes draped with hemp mourning garments as she knelt before the palace gates. Before her sat a brass basin in which several sheets of yellow paper were burning.

The coarse yellow paper was devoured by flames, spiraling upward with the cold wind. The noses of everyone kneeling at the palace gates stung from that unique smell of burning spirit money, making their eyes water.

“The wife of the late Marquis Chengyang, Jiang Qingzhou, requests an audience with His Majesty!”

Throwing a stack of yellow paper into the brass basin, Jiang Mother cried out hoarsely, “The mother of Marquis Chengyang Jiang Yi requests an audience with His Majesty!”

There had already been quite a commotion outside the palace. Earlier the palace gates had still been open, but as more and more people seeking imperial audience arrived, the palace ordered the gates tightly shut and dispatched eight hundred Imperial Guards to strictly guard the area. Tears streamed from Jiang Mother’s eyes. Each time she threw a stack of spirit money into the copper basin, she would cry out loudly once more requesting to see His Majesty.

The crowd at the palace gates grew larger and larger. Lin Jiayue pulled Jiang Xing along as they huddled in a half-open general goods shop at the street corner.

Behind her, servants from the Marquis Chengyang residence were continuously printing handbills.

“Sister Jiayue, is that Minister Song, Song Fu?”

Lin Jiayue craned her neck to look outside the shop, and indeed saw Song Fu, with whom she’d had a few encounters.

“It’s him. It seems Song Lan’an was truly among those who entered the palace earlier.”

The moment she had left the palace today, she had hurriedly sent people from her shop to the Song residence to find Ming Xiang and inform her about Song Wan’s token and the Suo River matter.

From the looks of it now, the Song residence had already taken action.

Since her birth, Jiang Xing had never left the Marquis Chengyang residence. Today was her first time going out, and encountering such a scene naturally made her somewhat timid. Huai Su stood behind her, gently stroking Jiang Xing’s hair and softly saying that Fifth Miss needn’t be afraid.

“Huai Su, go tell the old madam not to shout herself hoarse like this. Just make a show of it—we still need to draw more common people here.”

She feared Jiang Mother’s body couldn’t hold out and would collapse before dawn.

Huai Su nodded gently. After thinking for a moment, she picked up the hemp mourning clothes and filial piety hat that Lin Jiayue had prepared earlier and put them on.

Just as she was about to walk out of the shop, Huai Su stood at the threshold and looked back at her. “Miss Lin, you became acquainted with the Marquis at the Suo River. Could you tell Huai Su what kind of place it is?”

“What kind of place?”

Lin Jiayue withdrew her gaze from the palace gates and looked at Huai Su with furrowed brows. “It’s a desolate, poor place. The food and lodging are terrible—far worse than the capital.”

She didn’t know why Huai Su was suddenly asking about this. Feeling impatient, she continued craning her neck to look outside.

Then she called to the steward behind her, “Go, go find me funeral troupes in the capital—the ones who do white mourning affairs. Bring me all those who wail, blow horns, play suona, and perform funeral music.”

“If the Emperor doesn’t dispatch troops to reinforce the Suo River for even one day, no one in the entire capital should expect to sleep!”

Her face was solemn, vowing to force the dog Emperor out to give the Marquis Chengyang residence an explanation.

“What is Miss Lin planning to…”

“Why ask so many questions? Consort Jiang died tragically at enemy hands—can’t our residence hold a memorial for her?”

With one hand supporting her belly, Lin Jiayue used her other hand to forcefully stuff already hardened pastries into her mouth.

These days she grew hungry quickly but couldn’t eat. Just as she was choking uncomfortably, Jiang Xing handed her a cup of warm tea and gently patted her back. Huai Su frowned. “Your condition is serious now. It would be better if you returned to the residence to rest soon.”

“Can’t worry about that now.”

After swallowing the pastry in her mouth, Lin Jiayue began directing the servants printing handbills to gather everything into bamboo baskets. With the sky dark, this was the perfect time to find a high place and scatter them over the capital.

The wind was strong now. She hoped that by early tomorrow morning, the dog Emperor’s crimes would be spread across every street.

Seeing that she was too busy to be freed, Huai Su smiled faintly and turned to walk toward the palace gates.

“Old Madam is tired. Let this servant take over.”

She knelt beside Jiang Mother and took the spirit money from her hands, throwing it piece by piece into the brass basin.

Huai Su said, “Miss Lin is right. If we don’t cause some disturbance, His Majesty won’t take this seriously and won’t dispatch troops to the Suo River to rescue the Marquis.”

Jiang Mother’s voice was hoarse and rough, her face appearing exceptionally aged from crying out all night.

“His Majesty wants to sever the roots of my Marquis Chengyang residence!”

“It won’t happen.”

Huai Su’s tone was gentle as she softly comforted Jiang Mother.

“There will always be a way.”

More and more people gathered before the palace gates. Earlier some had still doubted the words on those paper notes, but the palace remained completely silent. Those officials who had arrived late and couldn’t enter the palace had been requesting to see Consort Jiang outside the palace, yet no one came out to respond.

The palace gates grew increasingly quiet. Gradually everyone came to understand that the rumors were probably true.

From a distant alley suddenly came harsh sounds of scripture chanting and funeral processions. Huai Su heard the cacophonous sounds drawing closer and closer. She turned around and said, “The Marquis Chengyang residence has shown Huai Su kindness, and Huai Su has no way to repay it. Today…”

“Please consider this Huai Su’s fulfillment of that debt.”

Jiang Mother looked up in shock. Huai Su smiled faintly. “If the Marquis returns, could Old Madam help this servant convey a message to the Marquis?”

“Speak.”

Tears had already fallen on both their faces. Huai Su looked at Jiang Mother, ten thousand words in her heart yet not knowing which sentence to begin with. After a long while, she finally said softly, “I hope Madam can tell the Marquis on Huai Su’s behalf that Huai Su… has no regrets.”

She stood up and walked toward the commanding general guarding the city, crying out loudly, “Concubine of the Marquis Chengyang residence, Yu Shi of the Jiang family, requests an audience with His Majesty!”

The Imperial Guard commander barked sharply, “The palace gates are forbidden ground. Unrelated persons may not approach!”

“Concubine of the Marquis Chengyang residence, Yu Shi of the Jiang family, requests an audience with His Majesty!”

With each sentence, Huai Su pressed forward one step. The gate commander drew the sword at his waist. Cold light reflected on Huai Su’s face, yet it didn’t stop her in the slightest.

“Concubine of the Marquis Chengyang residence, Yu Shi of the Jiang family, requests an audience with His Majesty!”

“Halt!”

“My Marquis Chengyang residence has loyally served the court for a hundred years. The late old Marquis died in battle at the border fighting the enemy. This concubine’s husband battles the enemy nation, his life or death unknown. For the sake of empty fame, His Majesty would exterminate the entire family of loyal ministers and capable generals. My Marquis Chengyang residence…”

“Has been wronged!”

The woman’s piercing cry split the sky. The crowd before the palace gates instantly fell silent.

Having finished speaking, Huai Su suddenly rushed toward the palace gates. The gate commander raised his blade and brought it down. In an instant, Huai Su’s head fell to the ground, leaving only hot blood pooling everywhere.

As the night wind swept in, carrying a thick smell of blood, an explosion of sound suddenly erupted from the crowd pressed before the palace gates.

“Huai Su!”

Jiang Mother wept bitterly, crawling on her knees to Huai Su’s corpse and wailing endlessly.

“The Emperor is muddle-headed and immoral, chilling the sincere hearts of all scholars under heaven, inciting divine wrath and popular resentment. Shen Congyi is unfit to be ruler!”

Among the group of students from Jingshan Academy, someone was the first to shout this treasonous statement. This cry was like a basin of cold water poured into boiling oil—instantly it crackled and exploded, and the crowd before the palace gates could no longer suppress the indignation in their hearts.

Su Xie watched Jiang Mother kneeling and kowtowing, her head bleeding profusely. His heart couldn’t help but feel compassion.

His throat moved, and he roared again, “We are students under the Son of Heaven! The palace guards dare not move against us! Charge! Today, even if we must lie dead here, we are determined to see His Majesty!”

“We represent all the scholars under heaven in asking His Majesty—what exactly do the lives of we Dongning people amount to in his heart?”

After Su Xie finished speaking, the group of students pressed tightly forward, squeezing until the numerous Imperial Guards at the palace gates all retreated together.

Chapter 216: Emergency Report
Outside the palace, chaos reigned supreme, while inside, Emperor Wenhui desperately tried to maintain a facade of peace. Unfortunately, today no one was willing to comply with his wishes. Emperor Wenhui sat with a darkened expression on the gold-lacquered dragon throne, looking down from his elevated position at the court officials kneeling in rows below.

Song Lan’an said, “I beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops to reinforce Su River.”

“Today’s events are known throughout the realm. Within ten days, Prince Ning will surely learn that Xun City and Chiyang are left undefended. By then, even if the court dispatches troops, they will be beyond reach.”

Emperor Wenhui’s face contorted savagely as he said, “I have already stated this is utter nonsense. Can you fools not comprehend what I have said?”

“Your Majesty.”

Song Lan’an rose to his feet and declared loudly, “If these are merely rumors, I beseech Your Majesty to bring out Consort Jiang and allow all the ministers to see her.”

“Song Lan’an!”

A memorial requesting troops was thrown at Song Lan’an’s feet. Emperor Wenhui slammed the table in fury and shot to his feet, his eyes bloodshot with rage.

Wu Xixiang’s father, Censor Wu, knelt and cried out, “I beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops.”

“We beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops.”

The ministers echoed the call. Emperor Wenhui felt a burning pain in his stomach, so intense he staggered and collapsed back into the dragon throne.

Yet at this moment, no one cared whether the dragon body was well or not.

Censor Wu rose from the ground: “Your Majesty wishes to set an example for all generations and leave your name in history, yet you attempt to achieve this through such base and despicable acts—truly a wild fantasy.”

“Does Your Majesty not know that the spirits watch from three feet above, and though you may not fear others knowing, you should fear your own conscience? Today you have sacrificed countless Dongning soldiers and generals. When the day comes for Your Majesty to join your ancestors, how will you have the face to meet the imperial ancestors of Dongning?”

“Your Majesty uses Dongning’s territory, the Crown Prince, and the lives of ten thousand generals as sacrifices. Even if this pure reputation is bestowed upon Your Majesty, how can you bear such a burden?”

“Does Your Majesty believe all the people under heaven are as blind in heart and eye as you, bewitched and confused?”

“Insolent!”

Emperor Wenhui suddenly leaned heavily on the imperial desk, raising his eyes to glare murderously at Censor Wu.

“Someone, drag Wu Shiliang out and beat him fifty strokes with the rod. As for today’s officials of the fourth rank and above present in the hall, confiscate their salaries…”

“Your Majesty, think thrice.”

Zheng Yunshan spoke tremblingly, loudly saying this must not be done.

But Wu Shiliang said, “Duke Zheng, do not plead for this humble official.”

“For those who serve as ministers, remonstrating and assisting is our fundamental duty. Today, this old minister failed to open Your Majesty’s heart and eyes—that is this old minister’s incompetence.”

“But this old minister knows what loyalty to the sovereign means.”

“I do not wish Your Majesty to leave an infamous legacy for all eternity, to become one whose name is mentioned alongside Jie and Zhou. I only wish to die quickly to appeal to the azure heavens, to knock upon Your Majesty’s heart.”

Having said this, Wu Shiliang ran in several quick steps to the cloud-dragon pillar and violently struck his head against the gilt-covered column.

“You… you…”

Emperor Wenhui clutched desperately at his chest, unable to make a single sound.

Song Lan’an’s gaze swept over Wu Shiliang’s corpse. He frowned slightly, unable to bear looking again. He swept his sleeves and knelt: “I beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops.”

“We beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops.”

The court officials called out loudly in petition. Emperor Wenhui clutched his chest as his body suddenly convulsed, and he fell straight down from the imperial desk onto the floor.

“Your Majesty…”

The attending eunuchs came forward to help Emperor Wenhui up, but the court officials remained kneeling on the ground, refusing to rise.

The palace eunuchs carried Emperor Wenhui back to his sleeping quarters to be treated by the imperial physicians. When the sky began to lighten, he finally regained consciousness.

“Are those rebellious subjects still…”

“Reporting to Your Majesty, Elder Zheng and Minister Song are kneeling outside the sleeping quarters.”

Emperor Wenhui clutched his chest, nearly fainting again from rage.

Yesterday he had been injured in the heart and lungs by that vile woman Song Yuning. Though he had used the secret palace medicine to forcibly preserve his life, it would certainly affect his lifespan. Since yesterday he had felt unbearable burning pain in his internal organs; even drinking water or swallowing felt like torture. Thinking of this, Emperor Wenhui waved his hand, summoning the stooped old eunuch, and took out a red pill from a porcelain bottle.

After swallowing the red pill, Emperor Wenhui’s face gained several shades of ruddiness.

Once he felt more comfortable, Emperor Wenhui pressed his chest and said in a deep voice, “Issue an edict saying that I am unwell in body, and from this day court is suspended for ten days. Seal the palace gates—no one may enter or exit.”

“Since they wish to kneel, let them kneel.”

Having said this, Emperor Wenhui followed the eunuch out of the imperial sleeping quarters.

When the edict suspending court was issued, Song Lan’an and the others were utterly disappointed in Emperor Wenhui. Some of the older ministers broke down crying on the spot.

Zheng Yunshan clutched the edict and slumped to the ground in defeat, his face showing the despair and regret of a nation on the brink of collapse.

Duke Yingguo sighed deeply: “What are we to do now?”

Song Lan’an rose and walked before Zheng Yunshan: “I must trouble Duke Zheng.”

Taking the court suspension edict, he casually handed it to Ming Huaxin: “His Majesty has ordered the palace gates sealed. I hope Duke Yingguo will proclaim the edict.”

“Minister Song speaks correctly.”

Holding the edict in his hands, Ming Huaxin’s eyes showed three parts ruthlessness. Zheng Yunshan watched their actions, his lips opening and closing, but ultimately he did not voice his words of obstruction.

Last night outside the palace there had been commotion all night long. Countless people knelt on the ground begging to see Emperor Wenhui. Those scholars had even charged straight to the palace gates—if not for Song Fu and the other court ministers blocking and protecting them, they would likely have been cut down long ago by the blades of the gate-guarding generals.

Huai Su’s corpse still lay before the palace gates. Mother Jiang had long since collapsed from crying.

Lin Jiayue, with her inconvenient condition, was protected by Qing Wei in the general goods shop.

Last night, the funeral musicians played and beat drums all night, continuing until now, so that the streets and alleys of the capital were packed with common people.

Some who previously thought to avoid offending the imperial family’s taboos, fearing they might anger the Emperor and lose their heads, after this night had passed, were all moved by the civil and military officials who had been unable to enter the palace and had knelt before the palace gates.

“Years ago when the Crown Prince was sent to Nanqing, that wasn’t something a real man would do. Now he’s sent the Imperial Consort to be tormented by the Nanqing people. This Emperor’s spine is so soft—why doesn’t he just stuff his head into his crotch?”

A man wearing coarse cloth and carrying goods on a shoulder pole shouted loudly in the crowd. Someone who knew him quickly tugged at his sleeve: “Do you want to die? Hurry and go sell your goods. What are you doing joining this commotion?”

“This young brother speaks correctly. Haven’t you seen what’s written on all those papers on the ground? Not only did the Emperor send away his own woman, he also handed over Xun City and Chiyang with both hands.”

“Isn’t this exactly what a fatuous ruler would do?”

“Stop talking, be careful of your head.”

The earlier peddler scoffed: “I don’t see that the Emperor has the courage to actually take anyone’s head.”

The common people grew angrier as they spoke. Seeing that cursing the Emperor while the officials kneeling in front and the Imperial Guards guarding the city remained indifferent, one after another they began cursing as well.

Shen Qianbai listened to the words of the people around him, feeling extremely stifled in his heart.

Before long, the palace gates opened slightly, and Ming Huaxin emerged from the palace to proclaim Emperor Wenhui’s edict.

Just when the officials thought the darkest night had passed and Emperor Wenhui would finally relent under the petitions of the civil and military officials, when those words about suspending court for ten days were spoken, everyone realized Emperor Wenhui had made up his mind to ruin to the very end this empire he had so easily obtained.

“Bah!”

One of the Jingshan Academy scholars who had been suppressing his anger suddenly picked up a brick from the ground and viciously hurled it at the Imperial Guards guarding the palace gates.

This action was like the first cold arrow released in a battle between two armies. The Imperial Guard let out a cry and had just drawn his sword when he was set upon by a group of scholars and common people.

“Report…”

The palace gates were blocked tight. A messenger on horseback came galloping from outside. But when he reached the palace gates, his horse could not advance even half a step further.

The messenger didn’t know what had happened, but the military intelligence in his hands was urgent. Reaching the crowd, he could only shout toward Ming Huaxin, who was wearing the Duke Yingguo’s court robes: “Report, Su River is in dire emergency…”

Chapter 217: The Rear Palace
Hearing this, the people on the street all moved aside on their own to make way for the messenger. Those with more urgent temperaments shouted loudly toward the front that Su River was in emergency.

For a time, emergency calls rose and fell throughout the capital streets.

“Hey, why don’t you tell us what happened at Su River? Could it be that the Crown Prince…”

The peddler shouted, but when mentioning the Crown Prince, someone behind him thought his words were inauspicious and shoved him forward forcefully.

“Yes, why don’t you tell us what happened at Su River? What about Xun City and Chiyang? Has the new Nanqing Emperor learned about the situation at Su River?”

The capital was blessed with outstanding people and spiritual land, so even the common people knew something about court affairs. Those with quick minds were hardly inferior to court officials. As everyone spoke one after another, the messenger’s eyes filled with astonishment.

How had this secret military intelligence become known to everyone?

“Hey, just tell us already—what happened at Su River?”

The people pushed and pulled at him. The messenger’s face turned deathly pale from being shoved back and forth until he felt dizzy. Combined with his continuous journey without rest, he now spoke in a daze: “After the new Nanqing monarch ascended the throne, he led sixty thousand elite troops toward Su River…”

With a collective cry, the people’s mouths filled with wails of grief.

“How many days ago was this news?”

“Six days…”

He had traveled without stopping, passing through eleven relay stations to rush from Su River to the capital. As for Su River’s current situation, he too did not know.

“How many troops does our court have at Su River?”

One person said, “I don’t know…”

“Less than two thousand.”

“How can two thousand resist Nanqing’s sixty thousand troops?”

“I don’t know…”

The capital’s people cried and cursed, utterly disappointed in the court. Nanqing was about to attack their doorstep, yet their Emperor still cowered in the palace doing who knows what.

“I heard Young General Ming of Duke Yingguo’s residence is mustering troops in the suburbs. Perhaps he’ll take some men over.”

“That still won’t reach ten thousand. What can be done with that?”

“Where is this happening?”

The peddler carrying his load stretched his neck: “I’ll go. I’ll go to Su River together with Young General Ming.”

“This fellow has no parents above and no wife or children below, only some strength. Perhaps when I reach Su River I can help the Crown Prince kill one or two Nanqing dog thieves.”

He tossed aside his carrying pole and said to a person with a familiar face behind him: “I trouble this sister-in-law to return my pole to my home. If I have the fortune to return from Su River someday, I’ll still need it to make a living and marry a wife.”

“Hey… hey.”

The woman was initially somewhat dazed, then stepped forward to carefully lift the peddler’s pole and hold it protectively in front of her.

“I… I’ll go with you.”

A thin youth in the crowd spoke urgently. He wore a waiter’s clothes and jumped trying to go forward, but was grabbed by a man behind him who looked like a shop owner: “Do you want to die? Even the Emperor doesn’t care about this matter—what are you going to do?”

The young waiter removed the cloth from his head and said in a youthful voice: “Precisely because the Emperor doesn’t care, I must go to Su River to provide support. If I go and can buy the court even one more day, even just one hour, perhaps reinforcements can arrive. I’m grateful for Master’s care over many years. Your great kindness, this Lai Hui can only repay in the next life.”

The youth named Lai Hui finished speaking and in a few quick steps chased after the peddler.

“I’ll go…”

“Me too…”

Some tall, sturdy men raised their heads and hands, but were firmly held back by wives, daughters, parents, or mothers behind them.

Yet there were also those whose minds were made up who quickly followed in the footsteps of the peddler and waiter.

Even an itinerant physician holding a cloth banner, who appeared to be over fifty years old, wobbled along carrying his medicine box following behind the crowd.

Before the palace gates, there were court officials and Dongning common people, cries and shouts, but not a single voice of retreat.

Ming Huaxin stood beneath the palace gates, watching the people sporadically running toward the suburbs, his eyes brimming with tears. He turned to Song Fu: “Today you will send word to Ming Chun to have him lead troops to rush to Su River.”

Song Fu’s brow furrowed slightly, but he quickly nodded.

At this point, no one cared about Emperor Wenhui’s edicts anymore.

Ming Huaxin watched the people who spontaneously brought out silver coins and rice grain from their homes, smiling faintly.

He thought that even if someday Duke Yingguo’s residence was raided and the entire family executed for defying the imperial edict, when he reached the Yellow Springs below, he could—and would dare—say he had never failed the ancestors of the Ming family.

The many scholars from Jingshan Academy also stirred restlessly. Several white-haired elders were quietly trying to pacify them. But national devastation could not extinguish the hot blood of these men, and weapons of war could not erase their soaring aspirations. Immediately some removed their scholarly robes and ran toward the suburbs.

Su Xie also wanted to step forward but was restrained by servants from the Song residence who had followed, using their belts to bind him.

Dongning had been weak for decades due to its military forces and Emperor Wenhui’s failings, but at this moment everyone straightened their backs.

“Uncle.”

Ming Xiang supported the Grand Princess as they approached from afar. Song Fu saw her and his lips curved slightly. The husband and wife exchanged a smile, hiding their affection in their hearts.

The Grand Princess took out a gold token from her bosom and handed it to Ming Huaxin, who then passed it to the general guarding the city.

“Open the gates.”

The general guarding the palace gates frowned upon hearing this: “His Majesty has issued an edict…”

The Grand Princess waved her hand dismissively: “So what? This old woman is still his imperial aunt. Even the late Emperor couldn’t stop this old woman from entering the palace, let alone one edict from that Shen Congyi.”

“Open the palace gates.”

That general was still hesitating when the deputy general behind him had already walked to the palace gates and opened them.

The Grand Princess turned to look at Song Fu: “Have them enter the palace together with me.”

Behind her, dozens of ministers stood up in unison. Mother Jiang also hastily stood and followed behind the Grand Princess. A group of scholars from Jingshan Academy also wanted to enter the palace but were blocked outside by the Imperial Guards.

Ming Xiang supported the Grand Princess as they walked at the front, with Imperial Guards accompanying them on the side.

The crowd marched magnificently and imposingly toward the palace, while Song Wan sat with Lu Youjun and others in Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters, anxiously waiting for something.

“The court ministers have entered the palace with the Grand Princess.”

Ji Rong entered Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters and reported in a low voice, also informing them that the new Nanqing Emperor was leading sixty thousand elite troops rushing toward Su River.

Qi Qingling couldn’t sit still. She stood up anxiously and paced back and forth in the room: “With Nanqing’s movements and the Grand Princess entering the palace, will His Majesty change his mind and dispatch troops?”

Shang Rong shook her head: “I don’t know.”

“So he still…”

Qi Qingling bit her teeth, filled with resentment in her heart.

Lu Youjun and Zhang Baozhen were the youngest. The two couldn’t help with much on the side, so they could only go to the small kitchen to boil water and brew tea for everyone. The two had just left the courtyard when they saw eunuchs from Dong Chang hurrying in from outside.

The two felt puzzled and followed the young eunuch into the room.

“Your Ladyships, His Majesty is bringing over a dozen Imperial Guards toward the rear palace.”

Zhao Nanzhang frowned: “What does he mean by this?”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief and said in despair: “His Majesty has made up his mind not to see anyone. I’m afraid he won’t be satisfied until the rivers and mountains are shattered and Dongning’s nation is destroyed and families ruined.”

Chapter 218: Obstruction
“Today there’s been a great commotion outside the palace gates. Judging by last night’s clamor, I imagine the Capital Patrol, Embroidered Uniform Guard, Imperial Guards and others won’t be able to enter the rear palace for some time.”

Qi Qingling spoke calmly, but Song Wan shook her head slightly.

Earlier they had indeed harbored thoughts of regicide and imagined many methods. But whether using the Shang and Song families’ forces or the Dong Chang personnel left by Shen Qianyu, it was extremely difficult to get close to Emperor Wenhui.

Though the rear palace seemed loosely guarded, once it concerned his own safety, Emperor Wenhui’s defenses were impeccable.

Among the Four Offices, Eight Bureaus, and Twelve Directorates, every position that could have contact with the Emperor was filled with Emperor Wenhui’s trusted confidants.

“What even Consort Yun couldn’t accomplish would be even more impossible for us—as difficult as ascending to heaven.”

Shang Rong said, “Moreover, the red pills and old eunuch mentioned that day are likely just one of the Emperor’s methods for preserving his life. In places we don’t know about, there are perhaps even more escape routes.”

Song Wan’s brow furrowed lightly as she stood and walked outside.

“Sister Wan, where are you going?”

Song Wan said, “Only the hundred officials and the people of the realm can force the Emperor to dispatch troops. But if His Majesty truly enters the rear palace and suspends court for ten days, Su River will have no chance of recovery.”

“We cannot let His Majesty enter this rear palace.”

“I’ll go with you.”

Shang Rong stood and walked to Song Wan’s side: “With your strength alone, you’ll find it difficult to block the Emperor’s steps. The Shang residence is willing to contribute what little power we have.”

“I’ll go too.”

“I’ll come with you all.”

Several people hastily spoke up. Lu Youjun said, “We’ll petition His Majesty—delaying him even briefly is better than nothing.”

Song Wan nodded and said to Ji Rong beside her, “I trouble you to send some people to meet the Grand Princess, and if convenient, have them move quickly.”

Ji Rong nodded and had several palace maids and eunuchs from the Eastern Palace accompany them for protection.

“Each of us need only bring one personal maid.”

Shang Rong also said, “Withdraw the Dong Chang people. If a large group goes to block the imperial procession, I’m afraid we’ll be cut down by the Imperial Guards before we even arrive.”

Several people straightened their clothes and walked outside. Heng Zhi gently tugged at Song Wan: “Miss, your condition…”

Song Wan shook her head, lightly patted Heng Zhi’s hand, and walked out together with her.

The group hurried to the vicinity of the Qianqing Gate. Just as they stopped, they saw Emperor Wenhui approaching hurriedly with Imperial Guards. Shang Rong and Wu Xixiang knelt at the front, followed by the four Good Companions from the Eastern Palace, while Song Wan knelt at the very back.

Emperor Wenhui had just taken one step into the Qianqing Gate when he saw several people kneeling before him.

Instantly he felt utterly vexed and wanted to stride away.

“We beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops to reinforce Su River.”

Shang Rong spoke loudly, and the others all echoed in unison.

Hearing the words “dispatch troops” and “Su River” again, Emperor Wenhui’s anger instantly rose from his heart. His gaze became savage and vicious as he looked at the Eastern Palace women.

These past few days, he had heard enough about dispatching troops and had had enough of everyone constantly mentioning Su River.

Just as he was about to rebuke them, he suddenly clutched his chest, his lips and eyes twitching.

“We beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops…”

Just as Shang Rong began to speak, Emperor Wenhui suddenly raised his foot and kicked Shang Rong in the shoulder.

“Good Companion Shang…”

Wu Xixiang knelt and moved forward to help Shang Rong up. Song Wan then said, “Nanqing has already gathered sixty thousand elite troops heading to Su River. If Your Majesty does not dispatch troops, I fear you will leave an infamous legacy for ten thousand generations, despised by man and beast alike.”

“Insolent!”

The piercing voice made several people’s bodies shrink. Emperor Wenhui’s eyes bulged to their limit, filled with bloodshot veins. Whether or not Song Wan had struck his painful spot, Emperor Wenhui’s body suddenly staggered, nearly falling to the ground.

The attending eunuch beside him hastily stepped forward to support him but was shoved away by Emperor Wenhui.

He strode quickly toward Song Wan, kicking her body again and again.

“I know you—you are Song Lan’an’s daughter…”

“Women must not interfere in government affairs. Could it be the Song family has long coveted my empire?”

Zhao Nanzhang moved forward to shield Song Wan beneath her, but her mouth kept shouting loudly for His Majesty to dispatch troops.

Lu Youjun and Zhang Baozhen were so frightened they cried while echoing the others, repeatedly chanting for His Majesty to dispatch troops.

“Damn you all, you all deserve to die.”

In towering rage, Emperor Wenhui jumped up and kicked at them viciously. The several women huddled together, their mouths repeating over and over only one phrase: dispatch troops.

“Drag them all away and beat them to death with rods. After death, deliver their corpses to their residences. I want the world to see the fate of those who defy me.”

Song Wan heard this and cried out loudly, “Your Majesty has used all the courage of your life to harm the women of the rear palace. Can you sleep peacefully at night?”

“You seek death.”

Emperor Wenhui threw back his body and roared again, but this cry was like a torn bellows, exhausted of strength and powerless.

Song Wan pushed the others aside and knelt before Emperor Wenhui, her eyes reddening: “We beseech Your Majesty to dispatch troops to reinforce Su River…”

“Your Majesty acts willfully—can you bear the name of a ruler who lost his nation?”

“You…”

Emperor Wenhui clutched his chest tightly. As several Imperial Guards moved forward to drag the women away, Shang Rong suddenly stood: “If Your Majesty wants to become a dog of a defeated and ruined nation, will you also follow as lackeys who aid tyranny? The generals at Su River are all men of Dongning—perhaps among them are your own fathers and brothers from the same family.”

The Imperial Guards ignored Shang Rong’s words and pressed them to the ground with their hands behind their backs. Two more men came forward and threw Song Wan to the ground.

Song Wan’s heart was unwilling. She feared that today she could not delay Emperor Wenhui’s steps and would let him hide away in the rear palace and truly suspend court for ten days.

She wept miserably: “A ruler who loses his nation—his death would not be regretted.”

Emperor Wenhui pushed aside the Imperial Guard restraining Song Wan and was just raising his foot to stomp viciously on her face when he was suddenly embraced tightly around both legs by Lu Youjun, who had lunged forward.

She clamped down on Emperor Wenhui’s legs with all her might. No matter how the Imperial Guards beside her tried to drag her away, she would not let go.

Song Wan wanted to step forward to help, but was suddenly kicked several zhang away by a stooped old man who had appeared in the ranks of the Imperial Guards.

Emperor Wenhui struggled desperately, but Lu Youjun’s hands were locked tight, her jaw clenched, refusing to let go.

The stooped old man stepped forward, raised his palm vertically, and struck viciously at the top of Lu Youjun’s head.

A sharp pain struck. Lu Youjun only felt warm liquid slowly flowing from her ears, lips, and nose.

As her head buzzed, she could only hear the names of her sisters, with whom she had spent day and night, rising and falling around her as they called out to her.

Lu Youjun grinned, revealing a row of white teeth already stained red with fresh blood, yet her hands and feet clamped even more forcefully around Emperor Wenhui.

Sharp pain came again from her head. She cried and closed her eyes, but had only one thought in her heart.

She could not let Emperor Wenhui step into the rear palace. She must protect everyone in the Eastern Palace, including the Crown Prince far away at Su River.

Only if the Crown Prince lived would the others have hope of survival!

The cries of the women and the curses of the aged Emperor gradually became ethereal. Lu Youjun seemed to return to when she was still in the Lu residence, suffering endless bullying from her sisters and brothers.

Chapter 219: The Emperor’s Death
The Lu residence had several hundred people, yet from parents above to concubine-born siblings below, few had any affection for her. She had been plump and round since childhood. When she was young it was still acceptable, but when she grew to seven or eight years old, her mother would daily scold her for eating ravenously, completely lacking the bearing of an official’s daughter.

Yet she didn’t know why—from childhood she had always felt hunger in her belly. Even shortly after eating, she would feel an uncomfortable emptiness in her stomach.

When she was young, everyone praised her as auspicious and lovable, but when she grew older, no one ever said such things again.

Her mother despised how much she ate all day, how her body grew increasingly stout and clumsy, so she had the household servants cut off her snacks and meals between main courses, and reduced her daily meals. She was already quick to hunger—how could she endure such torment? In just over ten days she was starving until dizzy and faint, her vision turning white.

When she turned ten, her mother took her to visit another residence. Though she had long forgotten that family’s surname and name, she still remembered how the mistress of that household spoke gently and placed various small pastries before her.

“Yun’er, try this golden thread cake.”

That lady touched her head, her hand carrying a faint floral fragrance.

Several dishes of pastries were placed before her. She hadn’t eaten her fill in so long—naturally she couldn’t resist grabbing the golden thread cake and stuffing it into her mouth.

She didn’t know how much she ate, until her mother knocked over the bowls and dishes before her, and only then did she stop.

She was too hungry.

Lu Youjun thought that among all the young ladies of great families in the capital, aside from herself, there was probably not another who had suffered such hardship.

What happened that day, she couldn’t remember. She only remembered her mother knocking the pastries to the floor, and as she crouched down to pick them up, her mother forcibly dragged her back to the residence.

From that day on, no one in the residence ever spoke a pleasant word to her again.

Even her legitimate younger sister would rather spend all day playing with the concubine-born children, joining them in insulting and tormenting her.

During that period, the hungrier she was, the more her mother refused to let the residence give her food. Occasionally when Lu Si, Lu Qi, and several other young ladies gathered together, they would devise ways to bully her with food.

They would put mole crickets or other insects into the food, then smilingly hand it to her.

Thinking of this, Lu Youjun felt deeply wronged.

Clearly, she had never done anything wrong.

“Elder Sister, come eat.”

Her legitimate younger sister had once stood before her, smiling radiantly as she stuffed a mole cricket into an oil cake.

“Does Elder Sister want to eat?”

She did want it.

Lu Youjun couldn’t help feeling wronged, yet still took the oil cake from Lu Si’s hands.

That oil cake had been bought from outside the residence by their brothers from the outer courtyard. Greasy and piping hot, crispy outside and glutinous inside, with bean paste filling—it smelled wonderful.

Except her sister had stuffed an insect inside, making it seem quite ruined.

“She’s really eating it!”

Lu Qi stood with hands on hips, pointing at her, laughing with crescent eyes. Lu Si looked at her with utter contempt, her eyes full of disgust.

“Stupid as a pig, eating so ravenously—it’s simply shameful.”

The servants standing around also covered their mouths and snickered. Their pointing and gossiping was something she couldn’t forget even now.

But she had no other choice—she was so hungry all day she couldn’t sleep. During the day she had to be scolded and beaten by the governess practicing proper ladylike posture. She was truly starving.

Before entering the Eastern Palace, the best things she had ever eaten were that golden thread cake and oil cake.

Only after entering the Eastern Palace could she finally eat her fill every day.

Thinking of when the Crown Prince sent Dong Chang people to the Lu residence to ask if she wanted to enter the palace, the astonished, shocked, and incredulous expressions on Lu Si and Lu Qi’s faces—Lu Youjun felt she would laugh in her dreams.

After entering the Eastern Palace, she finally learned that people could live such heavenly days.

Every day no one supervised her, and the small kitchen could freely make food for her. Not only did she not have to go hungry, if she wanted to eat something fresh, she could also visit the others.

Knowing she loved to eat, they would always save various things for her.

Occasionally when the Shang family sent precious things from outside the palace, Good Companion Shang would leave her the largest portion, only then dividing what remained among the other sisters in the Eastern Palace.

Thinking of the people in the Eastern Palace, Lu Youjun’s heart ached terribly.

Just now that dog Emperor had viciously kicked Sister Wan several times—she didn’t know how she was now.

Lu Youjun wanted to open her eyes to look, but discovered her vision was filled with red mist.

Never mind. She closed her eyes and thought of Shang Rong again.

Good Companion Shang treated her better than her own mother. She wondered if she would be sad when they could no longer see each other. Her health was poor—it wouldn’t do if she became sad over her.

Good Companion Wu had a gentle temperament, but she was Censor Wu’s only daughter. After entering the Eastern Palace, she worried daily about not being able to see her father. If the Crown Prince returned from the frontier, perhaps he could show mercy and let father and daughter meet once.

Qing Ling’s face had been badly injured by that Nanqing demon woman—she didn’t know if it would ever heal. If it couldn’t heal, she feared Qing Ling would remain despondent forever.

Baozhen was about her age, and both of them were unvalued by their families. In the future, she feared she could no longer accompany Baozhen to pick flowers and dye cloth, to make rouge.

Sister Nanzhang had said she would teach her archery and riding. Now it seemed she would no longer have that chance.

Lu Youjun only felt her body growing increasingly soft. She clenched her teeth and clamped down on Emperor Wenhui with all her remaining strength, allowing her consciousness to scatter bit by bit, disappearing in this place that had given her the happiest days of her life.

“Heh… heh…”

Lu Youjun was heavy, and now her entire person was clinging to Emperor Wenhui with deadly force. No matter how he struggled, he couldn’t break free.

The stooped old man struck palm after palm at Youjun’s neck, yet couldn’t make her loosen her grip even slightly.

Emperor Wenhui clutched his chest desperately, feeling his blood vessels surging and roaring throughout his body. His chest felt swollen, tight, and painful, making his eyelids twitch violently. He couldn’t make a single sound.

Seeing this situation, the Imperial Guards released the others and moved forward to help Emperor Wenhui.

Song Wan had been kicked away by the old man earlier and had been lying on the ground for a long time, unable to rise.

“Heh…”

Everything was now in chaos, yet no one dared make a sound, because Emperor Wenhui’s face was blue-purple and contorted, gasping loudly for breath, appearing to be in unbearable agony.

The stooped old man took out a porcelain bottle from his bosom and was about to pour out the red pill inside to feed to Emperor Wenhui when Ming Xiang and Song Fu, supporting the Grand Princess and followed by a magnificent procession of civil and military officials, arrived together.

The Grand Princess stood at the front. Her gaze swept over Emperor Wenhui’s purple-swollen face. Before anyone could react, she called out loudly, “Your Majesty is confused—how can you disregard Su River and the Crown Prince?”

“We hope Your Majesty will sympathize with the people’s feelings and dispatch troops to reinforce Su River as soon as possible.”

“We hope Your Majesty will dispatch troops as soon as possible to reinforce Su River.”

The civil and military officials behind the Grand Princess all knelt in unison, loudly repeating, “We hope Your Majesty will dispatch troops as soon as possible to reinforce Su River…”

Emperor Wenhui looked at the officials kneeling before him in a dense black mass covering the ground. He clutched his chest desperately, throwing back his body and gasping for breath.

The stooped old man hurriedly poured out a red pill from the porcelain bottle, wanting to stuff it into Emperor Wenhui’s mouth.

But he did not succeed, because Emperor Wenhui’s body suddenly stiffened and fell straight backward.

The crimson pill rolled from his lips, rolling along the ground with a clatter.

With a thud, everyone saw Emperor Wenhui fall rigid and heavily to the ground.

Chapter 220: Provisions and Fodder
“Your Majesty…”

The Grand Princess took several quick steps into the Qianqing Gate and hurried to Emperor Wenhui’s side. The Imperial Guards around them and the stooped old man all wore expressions of shock.

“Failing to protect His Majesty deserves execution.”

Raising her hand to point at the Imperial Guards behind the Emperor, the Grand Princess had people seize the stooped old man and the dozen or so Imperial Guards who had been protecting Emperor Wenhui. She then reached out to check Emperor Wenhui’s breath.

After a long moment, she said in a deep voice, “His Majesty has passed away.”

Song Fu and Ming Xiang stood behind the Grand Princess, but their gazes remained fixed on Song Wan, who was curled up not far away, her fate unknown.

“His Majesty has passed away?”

Someone murmured, as if momentarily unable to comprehend the Grand Princess’s words, or perhaps in disbelief.

After the Imperial Guards were taken away, the Eastern Palace women broke free from their restraints and quickly rushed toward Lu Youjun and Song Wan. They gently laid Lu Youjun, who had long since ceased breathing, to one side and wept in grief. The women’s anguished cries reminded the ministers. Outside the Qianqing Gate, there was first a moment of silence, followed by sporadic, intermittent sobbing.

Before long, the Director of the Imperial Medical Bureau, along with Song Lan’an, Zheng Yunshan, and others hurried over. When Song Lan’an saw Emperor Wenhui lying before him, his eyelid twitched almost imperceptibly.

“Third Prince…”

Zheng Yunshan looked at Shen Qianbai, whose eyes seemed to hold sorrow, and said in a low voice, “His Majesty has passed away. I request that the Third Prince act as regent. The matter of Su River can be delayed no longer.”

The ministers also echoed, “We request that the Third Prince act as regent, take up the Imperial Seal, and issue an edict to dispatch troops to Su River.”

“Your Highness, the matter is urgent and cannot be delayed any longer.”

Shen Qianbai forcibly suppressed his tears. His thin lips beneath the silver mask opened and closed but ultimately could not make a sound. He could only nod with difficulty.

The Grand Princess glanced at him and said in a deep voice, “This old woman will temporarily manage the matters of the late Emperor’s funeral. Given the emergency, you should prioritize the frontier warfare.”

National mourning was a great matter. The Grand Princess clearly intended to simplify it. Several elder ministers looked at each other, momentarily uncertain how to decide.

Shang Rong’s grandfather, supported by several ministers, walked forward trembling and knelt, saying, “His Majesty was considerate of his ministers. Throughout his years he labored diligently to govern our Dongning realm. Now that he has passed, he would not wish the people of the realm to trouble themselves over this. We who are his ministers should continue His Majesty’s dying wishes—protecting our Dongning rivers and mountains is paramount.”

Song Lan’an and a crowd of others kneeling outside the Qianqing Gate echoed in unison.

The Grand Princess waved her hand, pressed the corner of her eye, and after saying “granted,” had people properly carry away Emperor Wenhui’s body.

“I request that the Third Prince proceed to the Taiji Hall to discuss matters of state.”

Zheng Yunshan spoke urgently. The other ministers were equally anxious, and before long they crowded around the Third Prince as they went to the Taiji Hall.

After everyone left, the Eastern Palace women and Song Fu hastily ran to Song Wan’s side.

“Wan’er?”

Song Wan’s face was deathly pale—she had long since fainted and lost consciousness.

Song Fu wanted to pick her up but was stopped by the Grand Princess. She pointed to the attendant beside her: “Carry Song Chenghui back to the Eastern Palace.”

The attendant picked her up, and only then did everyone see a pool of blood beneath her.

Song Fu was about to step forward but was blocked by Ming Xiang: “The rear palace is not convenient. Husband, go find Father… I will look after Wan’er.”

“I trouble you, Madam.”

Ming Xiang maintained a solemn little face and nodded seriously: “Husband, rest assured. Xiang’er will take good care of younger sister.”

The Grand Princess waited for the husband and wife to finish speaking before having the palace maids beside her accompany Ming Xiang to the Eastern Palace.

When Song Wan woke, the sky had already darkened. She only felt severe pain in her lower abdomen, and half her body seemed numb. Just as she was about to get up, Ming Xiang came in carrying a bowl of medicinal soup that had been kept warm for a long time.

Seeing her weak appearance, Ming Xiang’s eyes immediately reddened: “You’re awake?”

Song Wan nodded slightly and said in a weak voice, “Youjun, she…”

“During national mourning, Good Companion Lu’s funeral can only be simplified.”

Song Wan’s nose tingled, and she couldn’t help shedding tears.

Ming Xiang waited quietly at her side. Only when the sobbing sounds faded did she speak: “Do you know…”

Song Wan raised her head, her eyes seemingly pleading. Ming Xiang couldn’t bear it and couldn’t bring herself to ask further.

“Has the Third Prince dispatched troops to reinforce Su River?”

Ming Xiang nodded: “He has already mobilized forces from five Regional Military Commands and eighty-five Guard Posts around Su River to rush there.”

As she spoke, hesitation seemed to appear in her eyes.

Song Wan endured her abdominal pain and said, “Are there other problems?”

“The national treasury—there’s no silver left. This matter of provisions and fodder will be difficult to arrange.”

The court’s battle had come without warning. The silver in the national treasury had already been emptied of more than half by Emperor Wenhui and sent to Nanqing. Even the internal treasury’s money and grain had been privately sent to Qin Rao by him. For this battle, Dongning truly did not know how the path ahead should go.

Sighing softly, Ming Xiang said, “Now my husband is working with the court ministers everywhere to raise silver and provisions. We don’t know… how long we can sustain this.”

Song Wan clutched the bedding, her heart tightening.

She was anxious but didn’t know what to do.

Although she had always prided herself on having some cleverness in the past, when facing such great matters, she had not a single solution.

Her entire life had been confined within the inner quarters. What she had seen and known was only one small world. Once outside that small world, she knew nothing. She had never seen the scenery, rocks, trees, and woods outside the inner quarters, nor had she seen the common people’s food, clothing, and daily necessities.

Books wrote much about self-cultivation and understanding principles, but never once taught people how to earn silver.

“Sister-in-law, may Wan’er request something of you?”

Ming Xiang blinked, her eyes carrying a faint smile: “As… as your sister-in-law… don’t speak of requests or not.”

The young woman was somewhat shy. The speech impediment that hadn’t appeared in a long time now emerged due to her bashfulness.

“Though I’m a few years younger than you, as… as your sister-in-law… I should naturally dote on my younger sister.”

Hearing these words, Song Wan, weak and pale-faced, couldn’t help but smile faintly.

“Tell me—whatever it is, sister-in-law will definitely help you accomplish it.”

“Sister-in-law, could you help Wan’er bring Lady Lin of the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence into the palace?”

At this moment, Song Wan deeply knew that in some ways she was inferior to Lin Jiayue. She had previously felt the other woman lacked proper upbringing, but hadn’t realized Lin Jiayue’s horizons were far broader than her own. Though that person’s actions were difficult to see through and understand, the methods in her hands were all extremely useful.

Just like that day when she promised to inform the world of Emperor Wenhui’s actions overnight, she had truly accomplished it.

Regarding military pay and provisions, the court ministers were at their wits’ end, but she might not be without solutions.

“This matter is easy to arrange. You rest and recover well. Sister-in-law will bring her to see you tomorrow.”

For others during national mourning, it would be difficult to bring someone into the palace, but Ming Xiang could do it. Now the Grand Princess was temporarily residing in the rear palace managing rear palace affairs—only she could have a say.

After coaxing Song Wan to rest well, Ming Xiang sent someone to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence to summon Lin Jiayue to enter the palace the next day.

Chapter 221: Crowdfunding
When Lin Jiayue entered the palace, she wore plain white everyday attire with not a single hairpin or ornament. Song Wan likewise wore entirely plain white, appearing as austere as when they first met. Due to the national mourning period prohibiting makeup, her face appeared blindingly pale.

The two women locked eyes, first both curving their lips in faint smiles, then in the next instant both shedding tears. Within those tears lay sighs, sadness, and something unclear and indescribable—a sense of fortune at having survived a catastrophe.

Lin Jiayue wiped her tears, saying gently, “You don’t look well.”

Song Wan curved her lips slightly, but this brought down a string of teardrops.

“I suffered some fright, but I’m otherwise unharmed.”

“Huai Su… she’s gone.”

Recounting Huai Su’s actions that day to Song Wan, Lin Jiayue wept again as she spoke.

“There was an excellent young woman in the Eastern Palace who also perished yesterday while trying to save me.”

Both women raised their heads to look at each other, their faces wearing expressions that seemed half-crying, half-smiling.

Only now did Song Wan truly understand the weight of the phrases “vicissitudes of the world” and “tumultuous changes.”

The grievances they once held against each other in the Chengyang Marquis Manor now seemed to have weathered a hundred years of wind and frost, becoming so blurred that without deliberate investigation, one could scarcely recall even half their outline.

“Did you summon me today because you have some matter to discuss?”

Wiping away the tears on her face, Song Wan said, “The national treasury is empty, and there’s nothing left in the imperial coffers. The court now has no military provisions or supplies. I wanted to ask if you have any solutions.”

Lin Jiayue lowered her eyes in thought for a moment, then said softly, “I do.”

“I knew you would.”

Song Wan smiled gently and softly, her eyes seeming to hold falling starlight.

“But I cannot accomplish this matter alone. You must introduce me to several court officials—only with their assistance can it be done.”

“I’ll write you a note. You can seek out my elder brother or my father.”

“Alright, you wait in the palace for my good news.”

Lin Jiayue readily agreed. Her temperament was urgent—once she agreed to something, she wanted to do it immediately. But just as she walked out of Laiyi Pavilion, she turned back to Song Wan and said, “You look extremely weak. Excessive worrying greatly harms the body—try to take things more lightly.”

“Thank you for your concern.”

“Go back now. No need to see me out.”

The young woman turned around. Perhaps due to anxiety, her steps appeared somewhat disordered, yet Song Wan found it rather comforting to watch.

Whether it was because her abundant talents could finally be put to use, Lin Jiayue had at last recovered some of the vibrant appearance from her past that Song Wan had most envied.

At the Chengyang Marquis Manor, Jiang Mother stood before the hanging flower gate wearing mourning clothes. After Huai Su’s death, she had actually placed all her dependence and trust in Lin Jiayue.

Qi Shun’s wife accompanied Lin Jiayue walking back from the outer courtyard. They saw Jiang Mother standing earnestly beneath the spirit wall, looking up expectantly.

These past few days, she seemed to have been drained of all vigor and vitality. More than half her full head of black hair had turned gray-white, and her eyelids drooped, showing not a trace of the proud bearing that had once sustained her.

Jiang Man’s death and Jiang Xingjian’s uncertain fate at the Shu River had left Jiang Mother tormented and wishing for death. Now she had actually weathered into an ordinary old woman.

“Why did Song Wan invite you to the palace? Is there news from the Shu River? Is Yi’er still safe? Has there been any word when the court’s main army will arrive?”

Lin Jiayue shook her head. “The national treasury is empty. The court lacks the resources to support military provisions and supplies. Song Wan asked if I had any solutions.”

“Well, do you have any solutions?”

Jiang Mother paced back and forth before Lin Jiayue. The back that had always been held ramrod straight now bent slightly. She walked in circles around the garden. After a moment, she pointed at Qi Shun’s wife and said, “How much silver does the manor have? Withdraw whatever can be spared.”

“Gather the account books from the several shops outside. After Yin Gong’s sudden death, the manor should have quite a bit saved up…”

As she was speaking, Jiang Mother suddenly burst into tears. “Do you have a way to bring Man’er’s remains back? She always loved cleanliness above all else. In such a desolate place, it won’t do…”

“She was accustomed to living in comfort. In the manor, she wouldn’t eat anything that wasn’t refined, wouldn’t wear anything that wasn’t rare and precious fabric. She won’t be at peace in a poor place like the Shu River.”

With the battle situation dire and the Nanqing army about to rush to the Shu River, how could Jiang Man’s remains be found after such a great battle? Yet Lin Jiayue smiled faintly through her tears and said, “I’ll send people to the Shu River. I will definitely bring the Imperial Consort’s remains back intact.”

Whether the remains brought back actually belonged to Jiang Man wasn’t important. What mattered was comforting this mother’s loving heart.

“As for military provisions and supplies, I already have a solution. I’m now preparing to visit the Song Manor to call on Lord Song. Mother, don’t worry too much.”

Seeing her heavily pregnant with a haggard face, yet with eyes that shone brightly, Jiang Mother’s nose and eyes grew sore. “I had the manor prepare a meal for you. Eat something before you rush off.”

Lin Jiayue nodded. After eating, she then went to the Song Manor.

Song Lan’an had been staying at the Central Secretariat these past few days, so it was Song Fu who received Lin Jiayue.

“You say you have a solution for the supplies and military provisions?”

Lin Jiayue nodded. “Crowdfunding.”

“What is crowdfunding?”

Lin Jiayue explained, “Find the great clans with substantial family wealth in the capital and have them donate money and goods.”

Song Fu’s eyes brightened. He suddenly recalled that day at the palace gates when commoners spontaneously donated silver and supplies. A drop of water cannot make a sea, but if many small amounts accumulate, it can resolve an urgent crisis.

“Song Fu thanks Madam on behalf of the generals at the Shu River.”

Clasping his hands in salute, Song Fu solemnly performed a bow to Lin Jiayue.

“After I return to the manor, I’ll write down the specific details. You can reference the concrete operational methods.”

After briefly giving instructions, Lin Jiayue left the Song Manor.

As she walked out, she suddenly felt thoroughly relaxed.

Looking at the scene of common people hurrying about the streets and alleys for their livelihoods, she slowly curved her lips into a relaxed smile.

It turned out that the value of a person’s life did not come from others’ mouths, nor did it require the whole world to know what one had done.

She thought she could finally let go of past obsessions and live properly in this world—in a way that both protected herself and allowed her to contribute her modest effort for the world’s common people.

Gently stroking her belly, Lin Jiayue smiled tenderly and, with Qian Bi’s support, slowly boarded the carriage.

No more than three to five hours after she departed, the court erected wooden platforms at the palace gates according to Lin Jiayue’s words. Capital officials stood there word by word informing the common people of the court’s predicament, while Song Lan’an, Ming Huaxin, Zheng Yunshan, and several other senior court officials widely distributed calling cards from their manors.

Great clans had accumulated wealth over several generations, and before long they had assembled an enormous sum.

In the Eastern Palace, Song Wan also had Ji Rong send out all her dowry from the past as well as all the Crown Prince’s movable private property.

Ji Rong looked at Song Wan and said tremulously, “Send it all out?”

Song Wan nodded. “If the nation falls, these material possessions will instead be handed over to Nanqing. I believe that even if the Crown Prince were here, he would make the same decision as I.”

“Song Chenghui speaks reasonably.”

The Crown Prince’s private property was truly considerable, especially the wealth he had received from Duan Yiting in the past, which was staggering.

But Song Chenghui was right—if the nation fell, what use would these things have?

“This humble one will immediately send people to collect and organize the treasury’s wealth to supply provisions and military pay.”

The people of the Eastern Palace were taking action, and other great clans and families were likewise exerting their full clan strength to raise military supplies.

Some venerable medicinal halls of the capital purchased countless medicinal materials to send to the court. There were also cloth merchants from Jiangnan who sent messages overnight to have the cloth from their warehouse sent to the Shu River. The three great merchant associations—the Yangzhou salt merchants, Huizhou merchants, and Shanxi merchants—exerted every effort to purchase supplies like grain and horses.

Lan Yunhe even purchased sixty thousand shi of grain with his own resources to send to the military camp.

Yet everyone’s hearts still lacked confidence, only because they didn’t know how long this battle would last, or to what year and month it would drag on before it could end.

Chapter 222: Struggling to Hold On
When the grain was delivered to the Capital Garrison, Song Fu happened to be there with colleagues. Upon seeing him, Lan Yunhe nimbly dismounted from the carriage.

“To be able to purchase so much grain at this time is truly not easy.”

Lan Yunhe said, “I merely did what I could. It’s nothing worth mentioning.”

Song Fu smiled faintly and nodded, saying nothing more.

Within three days, rice prices in the capital had quadrupled. These sixty thousand shi of grain required nearly one hundred thousand taels of silver—even an enormously wealthy clan like the Lan family would likely find it difficult to bear. Not to mention that all this grain was donated in Lan Yunhe’s personal name.

But Song Fu said nothing else. The Song Manor had also sent considerable money and grain this time. Apart from the dowries and personal possessions of the women and children in the household, both the public funds and the clan had contributed substantial amounts. He could understand what Lan Yunhe was thinking.

These scions of great families bore other responsibilities. That they were unable to personally go to the border to protect home and country was already improper—naturally they should exert more effort in other ways.

“If you have no other business, shall we find a tavern for a drink?”

Song Fu extended his hand forward, smiling as he said, “Please.”

The two men found a tavern for a few light drinks before each returning to their respective manors.

Since marrying into the Lan family, Bai Ruizhu had lived with Lan Yunhe in the five-courtyard residence at Guangqu Gate. Because Lan Yunhe’s seniority was high, no one dared say anything about him establishing a separate household. Now with no parents-in-law above and no sisters-in-law below, Bai Ruizhu lived quite comfortably. Although there were several concubines and chamber maids taken in previously, they rarely acted arrogantly before her, so the husband and wife’s relationship was reasonably affectionate.

Today, seeing Lan Yunhe return late, Bai Ruizhu was quite worried.

“Husband didn’t return to the manor for dinner today. I had the servants keep food warm for you. Would you like some now?”

She was seven or eight years younger than Lan Yunhe, and he had always treated her with abundant patience. Hearing these words, he said gently, “Thank you for the trouble, Madam.”

Bai Ruizhu’s face flushed red, her round cheeks showing three parts joy.

The young woman had become increasingly plump and pleasing since marrying into the Lan family. Every time Lan Yunhe saw her, he felt cheerful, his mood broadening by three parts, so he doted on her greatly.

After she brought him the meal, Lan Yunhe drew out a jade chopstick and handed it to Bai Ruizhu. “Keep me company.”

The husband and wife dined together. Before retiring for the night, Bai Ruizhu suddenly took out a packet of silver from a chest.

“This concubine knows that Husband has been complained about by the clan these past days regarding the grain purchase, but this concubine feels Husband did nothing wrong.”

“Ruizhu is young and has been confined to the inner quarters since childhood, so naturally I don’t have the insight of men. But Husband’s recent efforts rushing about for funds—Ruizhu has seen it all. Please take this packet of silver, Husband. Though it’s not much, it represents my heartfelt intention.”

“Though these don’t amount to much, they should at least let others know that we husband and wife are of one heart, that the husband sings and the wife follows.”

Lan Yunhe opened the package and saw it contained two or three thousand taels in banknotes and over ten gold ingots. He couldn’t help but laugh aloud.

“I’m afraid this won’t be enough.”

Lan Yunhe chuckled. “If we want to help the court win this war against Nanqing, I fear even throwing in our entire manor wouldn’t be enough.”

Bai Ruizhu said, “I don’t understand these matters. I only know that whatever decision Husband makes, I will support.”

“Even if I wanted to throw our entire manor into this, you would support it?”

Bai Ruizhu nodded as if it were perfectly natural, then took from the embroidery frame a mostly-completed image of Guanyin.

“This was commissioned by Madam Liang some days ago. She even paid three thousand taels for the labor. Originally I was afraid of losing face for Husband and didn’t want to accept it, but now I feel there’s nothing shameful about this.”

“Accepting this Guanyin image both generates merit and can aid the generals at the Shu River. I thought it most appropriate and agreed.”

Her embroidery skills had been famously excellent when she was still unmarried. If not for this reputation, Madam Lan might not have agreed to the marriage alliance with the Bai family. She just hadn’t imagined she would one day use this skill to earn silver.

“How much income does an ordinary household have in a year? If I accept one embroidery commission and work on it for three to five months, it’s enough for our manor’s expenses for a year. With food, clothing, and necessities maintained, other matters won’t be so difficult.”

“When Dongning is victorious and can rest and recuperate, Husband will always be able to make a comeback.”

Lan Yunhe looked at the solemn image of Guanyin, slightly dazed.

He doted on this young wife abundantly, but if one spoke of romantic love between man and woman, there probably wasn’t much. Yet tonight under this candlelight, watching Bai Ruizhu calculate the manor’s food and clothing word by word, he suddenly felt warmth in his chest.

The man chuckled once, had Bai Ruizhu put away the Guanyin image, then lifted her up himself and placed her on the bed.

“From now on, the manor will be somewhat straitened. I’m afraid we won’t be able to support concubines. If any of them provoke you in the future, just send them away—it will also save a mouth to feed.”

Hearing this, Bai Ruizhu blinked in a daze. In her heart, she knew these words couldn’t be taken as truth, but he treated her differently than before. Though she couldn’t say exactly what had changed, she knew it must be a good thing.

The husband and wife embraced, their harmony surpassing the past a hundredfold.

In the capital, those who held family and country in their hearts like these two were countless. Thus within just a day or two, the court began sending batches of gathered grain and supplies to the Shu River, hoping to arrive before the Nanqing main army.

Although Emperor Wenhui had died, after the court dispatched troops to reinforce the Shu River, they immediately sent word to the border by eight-hundred-li express. But at fastest, this would still take six days. Yet no one knew that these six days far exceeded the limit that the Shu River could hold.

Shen Qianyu’s lips were cracked and dry, showing deep bloody fissures.

He had held firm at the Shu River for twenty-one days. In the first ten days, Shen Qianyu had led fewer than two thousand troops in a surprise attack on the seven thousand elite forces in Qin Rao’s hands. Although they narrowly won one battle due to the element of surprise, afterward they were pushed back step by step by Qin Rao to Qian Prefecture City. Those who came to the Shu River with Jiang Xingjian were all from the capital’s Shenshu Battalion. Although they possessed three hundred firearms, by the eighth day of struggling to hold on, they had exhausted all ammunition and supplies, unable to devise any further solutions.

In the final two days, they suffered countless casualties before finally managing to wait for Jiang Xingjian to return with the marquis manor’s private soldiers.

Though they were called the marquis manor’s private soldiers, they were actually just a group of refugees and bandits that Jiang Xingjian had barely managed to gather together during his time at the Shu River—and there were only slightly over five thousand of them. But for Shen Qianyu at that time, these five thousand men were the ray of hope that could save all of Dongning.

When Jiang Xingjian brought these men, both he and the generals in the city couldn’t conceal the excitement in their hearts. One by one they stood atop the city wall, holding their heads and weeping bitterly.

During those ten days, they lost thousands each day. Those with whom one conversed beneath the moon yesterday might tomorrow perish under Nanqing’s iron cavalry or the enemy nation’s cavalry’s soft bows.

The moment he saw Jiang Xingjian arrive with reinforcements, Shen Qianyu collapsed sitting on the city wall, choking silently, unable to make a sound for a long while.

Wan Xiao lay on his back beside him, wailing and crying together with the soldiers nearby.

One more day and they wouldn’t have been able to hold on.

Wan Xiao had long since stopped thinking about whether they could block Qin Rao outside the Shu River to protect Sun City and Chiyang. What he thought about was only one thing—hoping that the military officers he saw today could still survive until tomorrow.

But just when they finally managed to wait for Jiang Xingjian to bring troops back, and spent over ten days causing heavy casualties to Qin Rao’s forces, they ultimately failed to wait for court reinforcements. Instead, they received news that Nanqing’s new ruler was dispatching troops to the Shu River.

Chapter 223: Reinforcements
Shen Qianyu licked his dry, cracked lips and leaned against the city wall, his gaze bewildered. For a moment, he didn’t know what meaning there was in stubbornly defending the Shu River.

He couldn’t help but think that perhaps Emperor Wenhui’s actions weren’t wrong after all. Though he was timid and cowardly, he had avoided casualties among the court’s generals.

And he himself, watching helplessly as those who fought alongside him died one by one at enemy hands, finally couldn’t help but doubt himself.

“If I hadn’t sent troops to the Shu River, perhaps…”

Jiang Xingjian said flatly, “If Your Highness hadn’t sent troops to the Shu River, all that would await Dongning is shattered mountains and rivers, and suffering people.”

“Your Highness, please leave. Go to Shaanxi—His Majesty must have made arrangements in Shaanxi.”

Strapping a huge bamboo basket tightly on his back, Jiang Xingjian murmured, “For now, the only plan is to abandon these two places and make plans later.”

“I’ll stay with all of you.”

Jiang Xingjian shook his head. “If the Crown Prince dies, Dongning will certainly fall into chaos. With internal troubles and external threats, how could we turn things around?”

“I’ll accompany the Marquis.”

“No need.”

Looking at Wan Xiao, Jiang Xingjian gently refused. “Director Wan must escort the Crown Prince back to the capital and tell the court officials about the Shu River situation.”

“Wait a little longer.”

Shen Qianyu spoke to stop them. “Wait two more days. I believe the court will certainly dispatch troops to reinforce the Shu River. I also believe in Wan’er. Though she’s a woman, she absolutely won’t allow the court’s generals to be easily lost here. They will find a way. Hold on for two more days.”

“I’ll wait two more days with you. If we don’t receive reinforcements after two days, I won’t stop whatever you do.”

At the mention of Song Wan, Jiang Xingjian’s eyes seemed to show a moment of reluctance, but he ultimately shook his head.

Within the inner quarters, Song Wan might have some tactics, but she was only an inner quarters woman. In court matters where even the officials were helpless, what methods could she have? Even if she had some womanly stratagems, they might not necessarily be of any use.

He smiled softly, his eyes showing some attachment and tenderness.

Reaching into his sleeve, Jiang Xingjian withdrew something slender that had been carefully treasured for a long time, carefully wrapped in a cloth.

Slowly unwrapping the cloth, a white jade hairpin gradually appeared, but there was a mended mark in the middle—at a glance, one could tell it had been broken into two pieces before.

Jiang Xingjian carefully caressed the white jade plum blossom hairpin, his eyes seeming both joyful and sad.

He and Wan’er had been betrothed in infancy and were childhood sweethearts—the most fateful couple in the world. Yet they had ended up separated like scattered swallows—truly lamentable.

He had regretted and resented, but now, aside from sighs, there was nothing else.

“I trouble Your Highness to take this item back and return it to Song Chenghui.”

Jiang Xingjian’s eyes reddened as he said in a low voice, “I also hope Your Highness can convey a message for this subordinate…”

“If possible, let her think that this subordinate never returned to the capital. I only hope she still thinks of this subordinate as the Jiang Yi from her childhood memories.”

Handing the plum blossom hairpin to Shen Qianyu, Jiang Xingjian carried the bamboo basket down the city wall.

What he carried on his back were firearms made using Lin Jiayue’s original formula.

After that firearm formula was handed to the court, though the Shenshu Battalion craftsmen improved it to make it more powerful, aside from His Majesty and the officials specifically managing this item, no one else could glimpse even a bit of it.

So in his hands, he only had the crude items that could be made from Lin Jiayue’s original formula when she deceived him.

But even crude firearms were useful for killing.

Seeing Jiang Xingjian resolutely walk down from the city gate, Shen Qianyu tried to rise but was stopped by several penetrating arrow wounds on his shoulder and left leg. He struggled to crawl up, wanting to stop those who were tragically going to their deaths.

“Your Highness, the Marquis of Chengyang is right. You cannot…”

Wan Xiao choked up, gritting his teeth as he carried Shen Qianyu on his back, then firmly bound him to his waist with cloth strips and strode down from the city wall.

Shen Qianyu’s eyes were blood-red, but no tears fell.

Very few remained in the city. They couldn’t stay here any longer. If Prince Ning arrived, they would certainly be completely annihilated.

But the Crown Prince of Dongning could not die and must not die.

To secure a way out for him, Jiang Xingjian led the last few men carrying firearms on their backs, planning to use themselves as vessels, bringing those crude devices to the enemy army’s feet to perish together with them.

Everything they did was only to seek a way out for him.

Jiang Xingjian walked to the base of the city gate. Following behind him were brothers who had lived and eaten together with him for six years. Though these men were originally bandits and refugees, far inferior to regular troops, the mettle in these men’s hearts was not necessarily half a point weaker than anyone else’s.

“Unable to fulfill the promise made that day, and even implicating you gentlemen to lose your lives—Jiang Yi’s death is not regrettable enough.”

A dark-complexioned man sneered once. “We fellows just don’t have the fortune to be enfeoffed as marquis or appointed as minister. We can’t blame the Marquis. These past years, without the Marquis’s support, we several would probably have long been captured and imprisoned by the authorities.”

“Death is inevitable either way. Being able to drag down a few Nanqing dogs as cushions before dying isn’t a loss.”

“Exactly. We’re all worthless lives. It’s the Marquis who’s a pity…”

Jiang Xingjian curved his lips slightly, blowing alight the fire striker in his hand and holding it between his fingers.

“There’s nothing to pity. Going on the road together with brothers, we can keep each other company. When we get down there, we brothers can drink and talk merrily again.”

Standing before the formation, Jiang Xingjian waved his hand. Behind him, dozens of men stepped forward and together pushed open the city gate.

He nimbly mounted his horse and led those carrying firearms charging out.

“A bunch of cowardly turtles—finally willing to show yourselves?”

Qin Rao stood before the formation. The originally bare-chested men and Huai Zheng and others had long since died beneath Dongning generals’ blades, but she, despite serious injuries, still stood ramrod straight.

It was only a pity that the wound on her face had never healed, festering from her cheek to her neck, then disappearing beneath her collar. Blood and pus mixed in the wound, with white bone even faintly visible in the depths.

Even so, she felt not half a point of pain and still stood before the formation shouting fiercely.

Her imperial brother was dead. Now unable to return to Nanqing, she might as well fight these Dongning scoundrels to the death.

Qin Rao raised her palm, signaling the generals behind her to charge into the city.

Though they had fewer than a thousand men left, trampling Qian Prefecture City flat was absolutely no difficult matter.

Jiang Xingjian gripped the reins with one hand and tossed the fire striker between his fingers into the bamboo basket behind him with the other. As the faint smell of smoke and fire came, he suddenly felt somewhat dazed as he charged into the Nanqing formation.

Since leaving the capital, he had never thought of Lin Jiayue, but now as his final moment approached, her appearance suddenly floated into his mind.

On the battlefield, thick smoke rose everywhere, and explosion sounds continued uninterrupted. Wan Xiao couldn’t help but stop his horse and look back, but only saw rolling thick smoke and dust filling the sky.

Shen Qianyu bit his teeth hard, blood and tears mixed in his eyes as he silently gazed into the distance.

“Let’s go.”

Wan Xiao choked out, and everyone held back tears, turned around, and spurred their horses toward Shaanxi.

Galloping all the way, as the moon set and sun rose, just as everyone was about to enter Sun City, they suddenly saw dust and smoke rolling in the distance, accompanied by the deafening sound of iron hooves.

Wan Xiao’s voice hoarse and dry, his nose sore, said, “Your Highness…”

“The Dongning army has arrived.”

“Your Highness, the Dongning army has arrived. The court’s reinforcements have arrived, Your Highness…”

Wan Xiao lay prone on the horse’s back weeping bitterly. Shen Qianyu’s body was rigid as he pressed hard on the wound on his leg.

The pain helped him regain three parts of his senses. After a long while, it wasn’t until Ming Chun dismounted and knelt to pay respects to the Crown Prince that he slowly turned his head to look at him.

Chapter 224: Passing Away
“Master, there’s news from the Shu River.”

Ji Rong hurriedly rushed to Shang Rong’s sleeping quarters. Upon seeing Shang Rong and the others, he quickly informed them that the main army had arrived at the Shu River.

“The battle situation is critical. Though the court continuously dispatches troops there, resisting Nanqing is no easy matter.”

Zhao Nanzhang spoke in a low voice, her eyelids slightly lowered, appearing as if she had no interest in speaking.

Hearing this, Shang Rong said, “Though our treasury has been without silver these years, Nanqing hasn’t fared much better either.”

“Prince Ning’s dispatch of troops to Dongning was because years of internal strife in Nanqing had damaged their foundation, and they wanted to invade our Dongning to gain a lifeline. If this were ten years ago, Nanqing could have at least assembled over a hundred thousand troops. Now they cannot.”

The others said nothing, only gazing blankly at Lu Youjun’s exclusive seat from the past. Even Song Wan looked somewhat haggardly at that empty seat, her heart heavy.

“Hold this to warm your hands.”

Taking a hand warmer from a palace maid and tucking it into Song Wan’s embrace, Wu Xixiang gently smoothed her hair in silent comfort.

Everyone lacked spirit until Cai Ji came looking for Song Wan. Only then did Song Wan hurriedly rise and go with her to Changxin Palace.

“Aunt.”

Upon seeing Song Yuning, Song Wan rushed forward and examined her carefully from top to bottom. Seeing that she appeared uninjured, she finally felt relieved.

“Aunt is unharmed.”

Pulling Song Wan to her side, Song Yuning embraced her shoulders with eyes full of heartache.

“I heard that old thing injured you quite badly?”

“I only took a few blows. It’s just superficial pain, nothing serious. But Aunt, where have you been these days? Were you injured?”

Not having received news from Song Yuning for several days, Song Wan had already prepared for the worst. Now seeing her aunt again, her heart that had been suspended for days finally settled three parts.

Song Yuning snorted. “I hid in Jiang Man’s Yanqing Palace.”

“Her Yanqing Palace was empty, so Aunt hid there for a few days.”

Gently stroking Song Wan’s back, Song Yuning felt through her palm that the girl had become noticeably thinner and frailer, and her eyes grew sore.

That day after being rescued by Yuan Rong, she had actually hidden in the eunuchs’ duty quarters.

Though Yuan Rong had forcibly suppressed the poison’s toxicity with life-sustaining medicine and preserved her life, her body was badly injured. But Song Yuning was unwilling to tell Song Wan these things.

“Do you know about Jiang Yi—that to save the Crown Prince, he led the remaining forces at the Shu River to perish together with Qin Rao?”

Song Wan’s delicate brows furrowed slightly as she gently shook her head.

Earlier, Ji Rong should have been about to inform everyone of this matter, but worried about her aunt, she had hurriedly left without hearing this news.

“He truly is the seed of the old Marquis—not a coward.”

Seeing Song Wan remain silent, Song Yuning carefully said, “You two have known each other since childhood. If you’re grieved, it’s only natural. Just don’t worry too much.”

Song Wan shook her head, momentarily not knowing what to say.

Speaking of it, her connection with Jiang Xingjian couldn’t be called shallow, but since entering the palace, she rarely recalled matters of the Chengyang Marquis Manor. Now hearing that Jiang Xingjian had passed, what she thought of was Lin Jiayue—she wondered what her reaction would be upon learning of it.

Song Wan said flatly, “I only feel some regret.”

“If he had returned safely, he could have personally seen his child born. Now… there’s no chance anymore.”

Hearing this, Song Yuning sighed deeply and pressed her lips, remaining silent for a long time.

Returning from Changxin Palace to Laiyi Pavilion, Song Wan discovered a secret message from Dong Chang placed on her vanity, along with a palm-sized wooden box.

“Eunuch Ji Rong delivered it earlier. This servant helped you place it on the table.”

Heng Zhi brought over a bowl of warming tonic soup to warm Song Wan’s body.

Setting the hot soup aside, Song Wan first opened the letter on the table.

There wasn’t anything particularly special written on it. Shen Qianyu only briefly mentioned his feelings when the court’s reinforcements arrived and informed her that all was well, except for matters concerning Jiang Xingjian, which he mentioned in three or five sentences.

After reading the letter, Song Wan smiled faintly and picked up a brush to reply to Shen Qianyu. She briefly mentioned Lu Youjun’s death at Emperor Wenhui’s hands and informed him that she and everyone in the Eastern Palace were all well, only waiting for his safe return.

After finishing the letter, Song Wan carefully handed it to Heng Zhi. After Heng Zhi left to find Ji Rong, she opened the wooden box.

Inside the box was the white jade plum blossom hairpin she had once treasured for many years. Song Wan picked it up and gazed at it for a long while, then gently placed it back in the box and had Jinshu put it away in the chest.

“Luanjian, I remember at the estate in the suburbs, you carved wooden hairpins twice, correct?”

Luanjian nodded. “This servant carved them to pass time when idle. They weren’t made very finely.”

“Could I trouble you to carve a simple one for me?”

“This servant will give it to Miss tomorrow.”

Song Wan nodded, letting Luanjian go to the courtyard to find wood material.

The next day, after Song Wan received the wooden hairpin Luanjian had carved, she found a box and had people from Dong Chang deliver it to Lin Jiayue’s hands at the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

Since receiving news that Jiang Xingjian had died in battle at the Shu River, the Chengyang Marquis Manor had remained utterly silent, its main gate tightly closed.

Jiang Mother had locked herself in Jiangxiang Courtyard for a night without emerging. Lin Jiayue clutched her belly while leaning on a beauty couch, staring at the candle stand in the room with wooden and vacant expression.

“Sister Jiayue, the gatekeeper delivered something. They said it was sent from the Shu River to the Eastern Palace, and the Eastern Palace sent it to the manor.”

“What was sent?”

Lin Jiayue received the wooden box and casually opened it, seeing a brand new wooden hairpin placed inside.

“Could it be from the Marquis?”

Jiang Xing cautiously stole glances at Lin Jiayue, seeing her covering her face with continuous tears falling.

She clutched the wooden hairpin, crying and laughing, going mad for quite a while before slowly calming the emotions in her heart.

Worried that her great emotional fluctuations would affect the fetus in her belly, Jiang Xing anxiously guarded her side with a face full of concern.

“I’m fine.”

Wiping away her tears, Lin Jiayue said, “It should be from him. I once saw him carving these small things in the past at the Shu River, and I also asked him to carve some for me, but he kept putting it off. Now…”

“It can be considered fulfilling my past wish.”

Gently pinching the wooden hairpin, Lin Jiayue casually placed it in the bottom layer of her vanity box and stored it away.

“When I wanted this thing, he wouldn’t give it to me. When I no longer wanted it, he sent it before me. This shows that we two indeed had fate but no destiny—predetermined by heaven.”

Though she spoke thus, the expression on Lin Jiayue’s face appeared much more at peace than before.

After all, she had once loved Jiang Xingjian with solitary courage and wholeheartedness, had also hated him to the point of tossing and turning at night, wishing she could devour his flesh and drink his blood. But now, all that hatred and love had passed away with that person’s passing.

That person was dead, and that he had thought of her before death was enough. The rest she didn’t care about and wanted to let herself go.

Gently touching her belly, Lin Jiayue turned to Jiang Xing and said, “Help me find some food. After eating my fill, you’ll accompany me to the manor to find those stewards.”

With Jiang Xingjian’s death, the Chengyang Marquis Manor had suddenly become a masterless place and would certainly create some disturbances. Jiang Mother was someone who couldn’t stand firm, and now having endured the elderly sending off the young, she would likely suffer.

If she and Qing Wei didn’t take charge, who knew what chaos would erupt in this manor.

Gently stroking her belly, Lin Jiayue’s eyes revealed some maternal love.

For the sake of her child, she would definitely manage the Chengyang Marquis Manor properly, even at any cost.

Chapter 225: Mistress of the House
“Mother?”

After dining, Lin Jiayue went to Jiang Mother’s Jiangxiang Courtyard. She pushed open the door to Jiang Mother’s sleeping chamber and walked in with light, careful steps.

Jiang Mother sat with her back to her inside the gauze curtains, murmuring something indistinct. Lin Jiayue stepped forward and pulled open the gauze curtain drapery, but was startled frozen by the scene before her.

In a single night, what little gray hair Jiang Mother had was now completely white. Upon her head, not half a trace of black could be found.

Lin Jiayue’s throat tightened, and the words she wanted to say were all stuck on the tip of her tongue.

After a long while, she finally said softly, “Yun Que said you haven’t taken any food or water all day. If you continue like this and ruin your health, what will we do?”

“How can I possibly eat? My Yi’er is gone, Man’er is also gone, and I can’t even bring their remains back to the capital for burial.”

“How can you expect me to eat?”

Lin Jiayue pressed her lips together, not knowing how to comfort Jiang Mother.

“Please leave. I don’t want to see anyone.”

Jiang Mother covered her face, crying ceaselessly, appearing as if she had completely lost her will to live.

“I know Mother is grieving, but you must still prioritize your health. No matter what, you must at least see your grandchild born and raise him to adulthood.”

After speaking, Lin Jiayue walked out.

Qing Wei had already gathered the steward matrons of the manor in the main hall. When Lin Jiayue emerged, everyone’s faces were filled with grief. But there were also those with impure intentions, their eyes darting around furtively, calculating who knew what.

Lin Jiayue stood before everyone, lowering her eyes and sighing.

When she first entered the marquis manor, she had greatly looked down on Song Wan’s careful, cautious manner of managing the household and fawning over those family servants. But now she could actually understand Song Wan’s painstaking efforts from those years.

Such an enormous marquis manor—ordinary people couldn’t support it, and neither could she.

Having suffered many losses, she finally recognized her own capabilities and developed some reverence for this era.

“The Imperial Consort and the Marquis…”

As soon as these words were spoken, many servants in the marquis manor began to choke with emotion. Everyone covered their faces or wept bitterly, all appearing very loyal.

“Some days ago when the court faced difficulties, the manor contributed considerable silver—everyone knows this. Now with the Marquis meeting misfortune at the Shu River, I’m afraid this marquis manor will face hardship.”

Now the marquis manor had only one legitimate male left—Jiang Ang, a son by a concubine. In this era, families without men to support them had only one path to take, and Lin Jiayue didn’t want to drag things out until that time.

The manor had many servants with various intentions. At present, they perhaps hadn’t yet developed any crooked thoughts, but given time, seeing the manor filled only with women and young children, who knew if they might commit acts of murdering their masters.

She didn’t want to take that risk, nor did she want to be on guard against these people daily.

“I’ve gathered everyone today because there’s something I want to inform you of.”

“The manor can no longer pay everyone’s monthly stipends, so I wanted to ask everyone—can you accompany the marquis manor through this difficult time?”

Qi Shun’s wife, along with Jiang Fu’s wife and the Zhou and Liang matrons, all wiped away tears and said, “Never mind just not receiving monthly stipends now—even if in the future this old servant must go out to help earn silver for the marquis manor, it would be proper.”

“We’ve been born in the marquis manor for generations, grown up in the marquis manor. At such a critical juncture, how could we kick someone when they’re down?”

“Having you say this is enough. The Marquis’s spirit in heaven will also find much comfort.”

If this were the past, they might not have been willing to speak so pleasantly with Lin Jiayue, but who told her she was carrying the Chengyang Marquis Manor’s precious treasure in her belly? If she bore a son this pregnancy, the marquis manor would belong to her and her son—who would seek discomfort at this time?

Thus, though everyone had some complaints about her, they dared not show them.

Lin Jiayue didn’t care about these things, only saying flatly, “Though you say this, the more loyal the servants, the less I can chill everyone’s hearts.”

“Speaking without fear of everyone’s laughter, the marquis manor can no longer bear such large expenses. After you return today, tell those below that if there are those who have reached the age and wish to leave the manor to marry, or elderly ones who wish to return home for retirement, they may all come find me. I will show mercy on behalf of the Old Madam and return their service contracts.”

After Lin Jiayue finished speaking, she dismissed everyone, keeping only Jiang Fu’s wife.

“I kept you today because I want you to make a trip to Pingcui Nunnery and Haitang Garden in a while.”

The marquis manor supported a bunch of nuns and theatrical performers. She had long found them distasteful, but had never had the opportunity to send them out of the manor. Now that she could make decisions, she couldn’t continue supporting these people.

“Just truthfully tell them the marquis manor’s circumstances. Those who wish to stay may do so, but they can no longer be young ladies—they can only pick up rough work in the gardens. If they agree, you may keep them. If they don’t agree, give each person two taels of silver for travel expenses and send them off.”

Jiang Fu’s wife nodded silently, but in her heart, she knew that after a hundred years of prosperity, the Chengyang Marquis Manor truly couldn’t sustain itself any longer.

Jiang Fu’s wife, along with Matron Liang and others, conveyed Lin Jiayue’s meaning. Those maids, servants, and even elderly matrons were all quite dismissive. But after the marquis manor truly couldn’t pay monthly stipends and reduced the meal allowances and provisions for both masters and servants, everyone finally realized Lin Jiayue’s words were not false.

At this point, people began seeking her out one after another to retrieve their service contracts and voluntarily leave the manor.

Later, when everyone saw Lin Jiayue seal up all the uninhabited residences, and even the deceased Old Madam’s Fuhe Hall and Second Master’s Yuling Studio were not spared, they reluctantly had to admit that the marquis manor had truly reached the point where it couldn’t even maintain appearances. One by one, they all requested to leave.

“Concubine Lin, yesterday at the document room, a servant let two fellow townsmen who were on duty at the manor’s stables into the document room at night. Several of them stole some writing implements and have now been bound and thrown in the outer courtyard. How do you think this should be handled?”

“Either send them to the authorities or beat them to death on the spot. Let them choose for themselves.”

Lin Jiayue clutched her handkerchief with a solemn expression.

She knew that one day the marquis manor would experience such incidents, and she was waiting to make an example of them.

“This…”

Jiang Fu’s wife showed hesitation in her eyes.

Whether sending them to the authorities or beating them to death, neither was the way of an official household. She wanted to advise Lin Jiayue but was stopped by her.

“I know what you want to say. No need to speak.”

“Right now, if I don’t use some thunderous methods, in the future those unruly slaves will climb on top of the manor’s masters. The marquis manor is different from before—you mustn’t be soft-hearted.”

Jiang Fu’s wife was awed by the威严 in her eyes, actually seeing for the first time some bearing of a managing mistress in her.

She nodded hesitantly and hurried off to handle this matter.

Though the Chengyang Marquis Manor occasionally had some disturbances, under Lin Jiayue’s personal management—wielding both grace and威严—it remained relatively stable.

Several months passed. Jiang Mother still locked herself in her room daily without taking a step out. Concubine Zheng also kept Jiang Ang confined every day, not letting him go before Lin Jiayue. Lin Jiayue knew her intentions but was now too lazy to bother, only because she had reached her time and was about to give birth.

Before her due date, she entered the palace to see Song Wan.

Song Wan’s health had now mostly recovered, returning to her formerly rosy complexion, though she was more silent and reticent than before.

As soon as Lin Jiayue saw her, she frowned and asked, “Looking at your complexion, it’s not too good. Has there been some change in the border war situation?”

“I’ve been busy with trivial matters at the manor during this period and haven’t paid attention to the war. If there’s anything, tell me about it.”

She picked up a piece of pastry and put it in her mouth, murmuring softly, “We’ve been fighting Prince Ning for three or four months now. How is it we still haven’t reached a resolution?”

Chapter 226: As a Father
Pushing the pastries on the table toward Lin Jiayue, Song Wan said softly, “There are some difficulties.”

“Decades ago, Dongning fought a battle with Nanqing that greatly damaged our national strength. These years, the national treasury has been scarce and cannot support prolonged warfare.”

“Although the previous fundraising method alleviated the immediate crisis, it cannot extract the nail or pull out the wedge.”

“Moreover, although the opposing side currently has only sixty thousand troops, Nanqing venerates martial prowess. The people of Nanqing, regardless of age or gender, drink cattle and sheep milk and eat their meat. They are mostly tall and sturdy, and their strong troops and horses are not mere words.”

Song Wan’s brow furrowed with worry: “At first glance, although Dongning has considerably more troops than Nanqing, over half of Dongning’s forces are logistics battalion personnel responsible for supplies—not true combat soldiers.”

“Whereas Nanqing’s sixty thousand troops can all engage in battle.”

“Not only that, Nanqing’s warhorses are several times superior to those of our dynasty…”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue’s brows knitted tightly: “But don’t we still have firearms? Surely these firearms should have great destructive power.”

Song Wan pursed her lips in a slight smile but didn’t answer Lin Jiayue.

It was true that Dongning had firearms, but the conditions for using them were too harsh. First, the Su River area was humid, which affected the firearms. Second, firearms needed to be deployed in certain quantities to be effective. Setting aside their limited range and low accuracy, just the preparation work of loading and cleaning barrels required considerable time.

Therefore, though these firearms had some use, they were by no means a decisive weapon.

“Moreover, Prince Ning commands an iron cavalry. They wear heavy armor and are extremely skilled at riding, impervious to stabs and slashes. This iron cavalry uses hooks and chains to bind themselves to their horses, so even in death they won’t fall from their mounts.”

“During battle, Nanqing uses this iron cavalry as the vanguard, charging forward to scatter our dynasty’s formations…”

Song Wan’s tone became increasingly soft, and by the final word, she couldn’t help but sigh gently.

These matters were what she had gleaned these past days from studying military texts and messages transmitted from the Su River to the capital. She only regretted being born into a frail female body, unable to personally go to the Su River to contribute to Dongning.

“This iron cavalry…”

Lin Jiayue propped her chin, frowning as if contemplating something.

Song Wan looked at her, her heart tightening.

Lin Jiayue said, “Is there no way to stop the warhorses?”

“There are ways, naturally. Spiked boards, horse-trapping devices, and such exist, but they have little effect against Nanqing’s iron cavalry.”

Lin Jiayue looked at Song Wan and lightly scratched her cheek: “I have a method, though it’s somewhat vulgar.”

Clearing her throat lightly, Lin Jiayue asked, “Are the warhorses of Nanqing’s iron cavalry stallions, mares, or geldings, or a mix?”

“At this time, they should mostly be stallions. Nanqing only uses geldings during the horses’ mating season.”

“Why?”

Song Wan said, “Nanqing rarely castrates warhorses because mares lack endurance, and geldings aren’t fierce or aggressive enough. The people of Nanqing grow up on horseback from childhood, are skilled in horse training, and greatly value the breeding of fine steeds. They regard this as the foundation of their nation for generations. Naturally, they wouldn’t cut off their fine horses’ bloodline.”

“Moreover, the people of Nanqing most prefer spirited horses. Only when sending horses to other countries do they castrate them, to remove their wild nature and prevent other countries from breeding warhorses.”

Lin Jiayue cleared her throat: “In that case, I have a method.”

“Although it’s not mating season now, we could artificially induce the mares to go into heat…”

“Um… using some medicine.”

Seeing Song Wan’s eyes widen, Lin Jiayue felt somewhat uncomfortable.

She knew that people of this era had a peculiar love and reverence for horses. In the past, Jiang Xingjian often recited things like “a horse eight chi tall is a dragon” or “among beautiful horses, the azure dragon steed.” Naturally, he would never conceive such an idea.

Straightening her posture somewhat uneasily, she continued, “Apply the scent of mares in heat to ourselves. As long as we can trigger Nanqing’s warhorses to go into heat, perhaps we can break this iron cavalry.”

Song Wan blinked, momentarily speechless.

Such an unorthodox method—probably only this person before her could think of it.

After a long while, Song Wan smiled with curved eyes: “I’ll have the Dong Chang people inform the court and the Crown Prince.”

Lin Jiayue smiled: “Excellent.”

The two shared lunch together, and after the meal, Lin Jiayue and Song Wan sat in Laiyi Pavilion chatting leisurely. As they talked, the conversation turned to the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

“After several months without paying regular wages, most people left. I finally feel this burden has lightened considerably.”

Song Wan said, “You handled it very well. If it were me, I could only handle it this way too.”

“Indeed. I thought it through—we cannot sell servants, but they can leave of their own accord. Now everyone in the capital knows what state the Marquis Manor is in, and with war and chaos, who has the leisure to gossip about others?”

More importantly, she didn’t fear what others said at all.

“No one will say anything.”

Song Wan said softly, “Leaving the Marquis Manor this way is no different from betraying one’s master. Even if they go to other mansions, people will only say the Marquis Manor was benevolent and graciously released them.”

She looked at Lin Jiayue, feeling she was different from any other time.

Although the current Lin Jiayue no longer possessed the carefree and spirited air of their first meeting, she wasn’t like during the Lan and Bai families’ wedding either, when her heart seemed as withered as dead ashes.

The current Lin Jiayue had ample composure while retaining a liveliness rarely seen in noble family wives.

Song Wan pursed her lips in a faint smile, feeling everything at present was just right.

The two chatted leisurely for a long while before Lin Jiayue took her leave.

“Once the baby is born, I’m afraid I won’t be able to enter the palace to see you for some time.”

Song Wan smiled: “When the child is bigger, bring him into the palace together. I still need to give him a meeting gift.”

“Naturally. Prepare something valuable—I like valuable things.”

“…”

In all the world, probably only Lin Jiayue would speak so directly and boldly. Song Wan was momentarily stunned, then burst out laughing.

For some reason, hearing her speak this way made her feel much closer to her.

“Don’t worry, I’ll definitely prepare something that catches your eye—valuable and rare.”

“Then prepare one for me too. When you have a child in the future, I’ll return the favor with something novel and interesting.”

Song Wan pursed her lips, smiling so much her eyes nearly disappeared.

While teasing Lin Jiayue about exchanging interesting things for valuable ones, Song Wan walked with her toward the exit of Laiyi Pavilion.

Just after seeing her out of the Eastern Palace, Changping, the head eunuch of Changxin Palace, came to report that Song Lan’an was currently at Changxin Palace, asking if Song Wan wished to see him.

“Eunuch, please wait a moment.”

Returning to Laiyi Pavilion, Song Wan took up paper and brush to write down the method Lin Jiayue had just mentioned. After organizing it properly, she left with Changping.

“Eunuch, do you know why Father entered the palace today?”

If there were nothing wrong, why would her father enter the palace to see her aunt? It must be that something had gone awry at court, and seventy percent likely related to the Su River.

Song Wan’s hand clutching the handkerchief felt somewhat stiff, though her face maintained a smile of three parts lightness.

When she entered Changxin Palace, only Song Lan’an and Song Yuning were in the courtyard. Both were silent, their faces grave.

Seeing Song Wan, Song Yuning smiled and said, “Come warm your hands and see your father.”

Chapter 227: Surrender
Song Lan’an sat in the waterside pavilion in the courtyard of Changxin Palace. Inside was a yellow clay stove with tea warming on top. Seeing this, Song Wan frowned slightly, momentarily uncertain why her father had entered the palace.

“Come sit.”

Song Lan’an pointed to the embroidered stool beside him, gesturing for Song Wan to take a seat.

“How has Father’s health been lately? A few days ago, I heard from Aunt that you nearly fell and injured yourself in the snow. Do you feel any discomfort anywhere?”

“Your father’s health is robust. I appreciate your concern.”

Song Wan lowered her head, saying softly, “It is what this daughter should do.”

After these few sentences, father and daughter fell silent. Song Yuning sighed inwardly, stood up and said, “You two chat first. I’ll go inside to prepare more tea and snacks.”

After Song Yuning left, only the sound of boiling water softly broke the silence in the pavilion.

“How have you been recently?”

“Everyone in the Eastern Palace is kind, and they all take care of Wan’er. Wan’er lives very well.”

Song Lan’an sighed, “That’s good then.”

After these two sentences, father and daughter once again fell into silence. After a long while, Song Wan clutched her handkerchief and said in a low voice, “Did Father enter the palace today because of some matter? Is it related to the Su River?”

Song Lan’an raised his hand to pour tea for Song Wan, moving casually as he said, “Related, yet unrelated.”

He pushed the teacup toward Song Wan: “Your father also wished to see you two.”

“When His Majesty passed away, too many things happened. As an elder brother and father, I should naturally come see how you two are faring.”

Song Wan pursed her lips in a smile, not knowing what to say.

Taking out the thin paper note from her sleeve, Song Wan handed it to Song Lan’an: “Your daughter has a method here that might break Nanqing’s iron cavalry.”

“Oh?”

Casually taking it, Song Lan’an opened it and scanned it. Soon he burst out laughing.

“This method is devious and unscrupulous—it doesn’t seem like something you’d think of. Speak, who suggested this method to you?”

Song Wan’s face flushed red, her heart full of shame.

“This… your daughter saw this in a book.”

Song Lan’an snorted with laughter and casually tossed the note into the fire.

“Does Father think this method won’t work?”

Song Lan’an said, “Childish nonsense, completely worthless.”

“Why?”

The smile on his face gradually faded as Song Lan’an said, “Dongning can’t hold on any longer. The court has decided to surrender to Nanqing and become obedient subjects of Nanqing.”

“…”

The handkerchief in her hand was suddenly gripped tightly, the force even breaking several threads. Song Wan’s mouth opened slightly, wanting to say something but unable to speak.

A thousand words choked in her throat. A hot tear slid down her cheek. Song Wan raised her hand to wipe away the tear tracks on her face, frowning gently.

Wiping away the tears in her eyes, Song Wan’s nose stung as she said, “If there truly were no other way, the court would not make such a decision. But as long as it can preserve the lives of Dongning’s ten thousand people, this… is also good.”

“You’re not afraid?”

Song Lan’an pushed the pastries on the table toward Song Wan again.

“Your daughter is not afraid.”

Surrendering to Nanqing—she didn’t know if it would involve ceding territory, paying reparations, or…

“Will the Crown Prince return?”

“He will.”

Song Lan’an said, “Dongning has not yet fallen.”

“Who will go as the surrender envoy…”

“Me. Minister Shang and I, along with several officials from the Court of State Ceremonial.”

Before Song Wan finished speaking, Song Lan’an calmly interrupted her: “We depart tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Minister Shang has a clear reputation outside, and your father… also has some renown in this world. Going to the Su River is most appropriate.”

Song Lan’an had his calculations but didn’t tell Song Wan.

“To have Father do this…”

Her eyes reddening, Song Wan quickly turned her head away. After wiping her face clean, she held back her tears and said, “Father has valued reputation most in his life. If you serve as this surrender envoy, you’ll likely suffer the world’s condemnation in the future, with no peace for a hundred years.”

“It’s just an external reputation.”

Song Lan’an laughed lightly. Hearing Song Wan’s words, his face showed some paternal affection as he sighed deeply, “I only fear implicating you and Fu’er.”

Song Wan’s heart ached, not expecting her father had entered the palace for this matter.

He feared implicating her, Aunt, and Elder Brother, so he came to the palace to apologize to them.

External reputation…

Song Wan’s eyes reddened, her throat choked with emotion.

Her father valued this external reputation above all else, yet now he would bear the world’s condemnation and be reviled by future generations. Just thinking about it made Song Wan’s chest ache with pain, unable to bear it.

“Though outsiders don’t know Father is doing this for the world’s common people, your daughter knows. How can there be talk of implication?”

“The Crown Prince treats your daughter extremely well, and there are no ill-intentioned people in the Eastern Palace. Your daughter’s future will be as smooth and stable as now. Father need not worry about Wan’er.”

“It’s just that Father is wronged.”

Song Lan’an waved his hand with a smile: “If even Old Minister Shang isn’t wronged, what is there for your father to feel wronged about?”

“Father should have informed Wan’er earlier, so Wan’er could prepare some things for you.”

“The manor has everything—clothing, food, and necessities are all sufficient. You can rest assured.”

“When will Father return to the capital?”

“Once official business is concluded, I’ll return.”

Rarely, father and daughter spoke a few intimate words. After a long while, Song Lan’an suddenly said, “When I had you marry into the Marquis Manor that year, did you ever resent your father?”

“Never have I resented you.”

“The family comes first. This is Father’s responsibility as clan head. Wan’er has never resented you.”

Song Lan’an smiled with relief: “If I weren’t the Song clan head, I wouldn’t have made you marry into the Chengyang Marquis Manor to remain a widow.”

At these words, Song Wan could no longer hold back the tears in her eyes, letting them roll down drop by drop.

Song Lan’an stood up and brushed off his official robes: “I’m leaving. There are still some trivial matters at the manor I haven’t arranged. I won’t delay here any longer.”

“In the future…”

Looking at Song Wan, Song Lan’an said, “These years, thanks to your aunt’s care for you—your father has been remiss. After this matter is settled, your father will send you a great gift, to congratulate my daughter on her marriage.”

Finishing, Song Lan’an left behind the words “no need to see me off” and turned to leave.

Song Fu already knew of the court’s preparations. When he saw Song Lan’an at the manor, his eyes were bloodshot. He stood beneath the manor’s courtyard wall, silently watching him.

“Come with me.”

The two entered the study. Song Lan’an sighed, “If you were me, you would make the same choice.”

Raising his hand to open the hidden compartment beneath the desk, he took out several sealed letters and handed them to Song Fu: “You know what to do.”

Song Fu nodded. Song Lan’an added, “This one is for the Crown Prince and Wan’er.”

“Father…”

“Go.”

Song Lan’an leaned back slightly, his voice sighing: “Do what you must do.”

Leaving the study, Song Fu went to prepare the items Song Lan’an would need for tomorrow’s journey to the Su River. At this moment, however, Madam Song rushed over, pulling Song Yao along.

“Master, the people in the manor say you’re going to the Su River tomorrow as a surrender envoy—is this true?”

“Yes.”

Song Lan’an looked at Madam Song with calm eyes: “What business do you have?”

Madam Song clutched her handkerchief, unable to help but cry in anger and resentment: “Why does Master accept such an assignment? Don’t you know what you’ll face when you return from the Su River? The world’s verbal and written condemnation alone could break the spines of everyone in our manor. Why must you seek the limelight and do such a thankless task that invites abuse?”

Chapter 228: Going Mad
Song Lan’an pinched the bridge of his nose, concealing the annoyance in his eyes. But Madam Song continued crying and wailing in the room, making him quite irritated.

“Master, please decline this assignment. With Qianbai now serving as regent, if you speak with him, he’ll surely agree.”

“If you have nothing else, go back to the Buddhist hall and copy scriptures. Calming your mind and nurturing your spirit would also be good.”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened, her heart filled with urgency: “Master only knows to tell this concubine to copy scriptures, copy scriptures. This concubine has been the manor’s mistress for over ten years, yet in the end, I’ve become like a divorced woman returning home, with the fate of having my trusted servants sent away.”

“In this matter, Master has never said a single word of criticism about the eldest daughter, yet you’ve thrown this concubine’s dignity on the ground to be trampled.”

“This concubine knows her birth is humble and unworthy of being mentioned in the same breath as Sister Wan, and this concubine can accept that Master doesn’t value her. But you cannot treat Yao’er and Lan’er’s futures as child’s play.”

Madam Song clutched her handkerchief and stood before Song Lan’an’s desk, looking down at the man before her for the first time.

“Song Fu now has a stable position in the Ministry of Personnel, and Sister Wan replaced Yao’er in going to the Eastern Palace—both have good prospects. But what about Yao’er and Lan’er?”

Hearing Madam Song mention herself, Song Yao lowered her eyes and stood to the side, yet her teeth clenched so hard they ached.

“Yao’er has already come of age, yet her marriage remains undecided. If Master bears the infamy of a national traitor, what will become of Yao’er in the future? With such a reputation on our manor, how can this concubine select a husband’s family for Yao’er?”

“Lan’er is still just a half-grown child—what path can he take in the future?”

Madam Song slammed both hands on the desk, shouting sternly: “Master has spent a lifetime planning for the clan, planning for Song Fu and Song Wan, yet you’ve never once planned for my four children and me. What does this make you?”

Song Lan’an’s brows furrowed tightly: “What national traitor infamy? This order comes from the court. Only those ignorant common folk who don’t understand politics would say a few unpleasant things. How would officials acknowledge this national traitor label?”

Rarely showing some patience, Song Lan’an explained: “You needn’t worry about Yao’er’s marriage. I’ll make arrangements when I return from the Su River. In these chaotic times of war, what family has the heart to discuss marriage?”

“Any family with a bit of backbone and a clear head wouldn’t be arranging marriages at this time. Just wait.”

“Wait?”

Tears as large as beans rolled down in succession. Madam Song glanced at Song Yao standing in the corner, her heart aching so much her entire body trembled.

“Master, give a definite answer. How long do you want Yao’er to wait?”

“Didn’t I say to wait until I return from the Su River?”

Song Lan’an frowned tightly, watching Madam Song’s shrewish display, the patience in his eyes dissipating bit by bit.

“This concubine doesn’t want to wait. This concubine doesn’t want to wait until the Song Manor’s reputation is ruined before hastily selecting some poor family for Yao’er.”

“Then don’t wait. You…”

Pointing to a servant woman beside him, Song Lan’an said: “Go invite the eldest young master and eldest young madam here.”

The woman nodded in agreement, turned and left to invite Song Fu and Ming Xiang over. Ming Xiang stood beside Song Fu and glanced at Song Yao in the corner, continuously shedding tears, sighing inwardly.

When she first married into the Song Manor, she had decided to treat the manor’s young ladies well. She could get along harmoniously with both Song Ni and Song Nian, but Song Yao alone always displeased her.

She didn’t know if it was because Song Yao couldn’t secure a satisfactory marriage for herself or what, but she often saw her speaking with Song Nian with barbed words. Sometimes when facing her, Song Yao would also make sarcastic remarks both openly and covertly.

The two were similar in age. Ming Xiang was too lazy to put on airs as a sister-in-law before her, and naturally didn’t wish to meddle in her affairs.

Seeing Song Yao here today, Ming Xiang knew there must be arrangements for her in the manor, some use for her services.

Standing up straighter, Ming Xiang waited for Song Lan’an to speak.

“Do you intend to arrange Song Yao’s marriage yourself?”

“Naturally.”

Madam Song’s eyes reddened. She had completely seen through Song Lan’an’s character—he absolutely wouldn’t care about Yao’er. If he had even a bit of concern for Yao’er, he wouldn’t delay her marriage until now, saying to wait until his return to handle it.

“Then the second young lady’s marriage shall be entrusted to Madam.”

Finishing, Song Lan’an waved his hand indicating everyone should leave. Song Fu, however, frowned and said: “With the war situation critical now, families with any foundation wouldn’t discuss marriage at this time. Why not wait a bit longer? When Father returns from the Su River, Yao’er’s marriage could reach an even higher level…”

“You speak so lightly.”

Madam Song waved the handkerchief in her hand, grinding her teeth: “Song Wan stole my Yao’er’s fortune. As her elder brother, do you also want to trample her into the mud?”

“You yourself married into Duke Yingguo’s manor and gained a path to success, yet you insist on suppressing Yao’er to prevent her from marrying into a good family?”

All her grief and indignation erupted at this moment. Years of forbearance and compromising had left her unable to speak calmly with these people.

Song Lan’an didn’t favor her—she didn’t care. But Yao’er had already come of age. Among well-born young ladies in the capital, who at Yao’er’s age had not yet settled on a marriage?

How could she not be anxious?

“Mother, don’t worry. I’ll carefully look at families for Sister Yao’s marriage.”

“Look? How long will you delay before looking for Yao’er? Why haven’t you looked for marriage prospects for Yao’er before?”

Madam Song’s eyes were bloodshot: “I wonder what scheme you have, passing over Yao’er to arrange a match with Duke Yingguo’s manor for Nian’er. Are you trying to create discord between the sisters?”

“What mistress in any manor would pass over the elder sister to arrange a match for the younger?”

Madam Song’s voice grew louder and louder. She felt a stifled qi blocking her chest. If she didn’t completely vent it today, she feared it would drive her mad right here.

“You arranged such a high-status family for Nian’er—how do you expect Yao’er to feel? How can Yao’er compose herself before Nian’er?”

“Enough.”

Song Lan’an slammed the desk and stood: “Song Yao, come and tell me—will you follow your mother’s arrangements for your marriage, or wait until I return from the Su River to select a family?”

Song Yao lowered her head, murmuring: “This child… this child doesn’t understand these matters. Everything will follow Mother’s arrangements.”

“Good, good, good.”

Song Lan’an sighed repeatedly: “You two have also heard. Song Yao’s marriage will be decided by her mother. No one else in the manor may interfere.”

“No matter how this marriage turns out in the future, you two must not regret it.”

Finishing, Song Lan’an swept his sleeves and left, unwilling to look at the two of them again.

Song Fu followed closely behind. His mind was full of concerns about the surrender matter—where would he have the leisure to care whether Song Yao was engaged or not?

“If Mother needs anything urgent, you may send someone to find Xiang’er.”

Bowing in courtesy to Madam Song, Ming Xiang left with a faint smile.

As she walked out, she saw Song Nian standing under the corridor eaves, eyes lowered, not knowing what she was thinking. Ming Xiang’s lips parted slightly. After a moment, she ultimately said nothing and left together with Song Fu.

Madam Song came out from the room, Song Yao following behind her with tears streaming down. When the two saw Song Nian, both their faces showed slight discomfort.

Chapter 229: Departure
Madam Song softened her voice: “What are you standing here for?”

Song Nian said, “Yinsu saw Mother bringing Second Sister to Father’s place, so I came here to wait for Mother.”

She just hadn’t expected to hear such words.

“Come back to my room with me.”

Bringing the two sisters back to the room, Madam Song asked, “You heard what I said to Ming Xiang just now. What are your thoughts?”

Madam Song looked at Song Nian somewhat nervously.

Though she also loved Song Nian, Song Yao was her first child, into whom she had poured all her energy and affection. Even if Madam Song didn’t want to admit it, she had to acknowledge she favored Song Yao more.

Especially when she thought about Song Yao’s awkward current situation—past marriageable age yet not favored by Song Lan’an—she became increasingly anxious.

Moreover, Song Lan’an had previously considered casually marrying Yao’er off to that scholar surnamed Hu, forcing her to muster her spirits to scheme for Song Yao.

Song Nian listened to Madam Song’s words, her expression indifferent: “What does Mother think this child would think?”

“Your sister hasn’t yet discussed marriage, and now you…”

Song Nian said flatly, “Does Mother perhaps want this child to reject the match with Duke Yingguo’s manor to set Second Sister’s mind at ease?”

“When did I ever have such intentions?”

“Then what does Mother mean?”

Madam Song clutched her handkerchief and choked, becoming vexed at heart.

“How can you speak to your mother like this?”

Song Yao stepped forward, looking at Song Nian tearfully: “Now that you have your betrothal settled without fear or worry, how can you not consider my difficulties?”

“Second Sister.”

Song Nian sighed softly: “When Sister-in-law entered the family, I said that when a new bride enters the door, it’s to seek a virtuous reputation, and she would certainly find good matches for us both. Was this not so?”

Song Yao bit her teeth and said nothing.

“I also told Second Sister to get along well with Sister-in-law. But what did Second Sister say?”

“Second Sister said that our marriages—how could they be decided by a new bride with poor speech? Those were your words, weren’t they?”

“What do you mean by this now?”

Being confronted by the usually docile and gentle Song Nian before their mother, Song Yao felt both ashamed and angry: “Just because you’ve made a match with Duke Yingguo’s manor, you straighten your back like this? You haven’t even married over yet—why must you put on the airs of the Duke’s manor?”

“And don’t forget, that Ming Seventeen is merely a branch of the Ming family, not even from the Duke’s manor’s direct line. You’re already acting like a fox borrowing the tiger’s authority before you’ve even entered the family—aren’t you afraid of making others laugh themselves sick?”

Seeing Song Yao even speak such mad words, Song Nian was truly too lazy to continue talking with her.

She turned to look at Madam Song, her tone gentle: “Mother, before Father, you accused Sister-in-law of improperly arranging Nian’er’s match before Second Sister’s. Did you consider that if Sister-in-law were narrow-minded, wouldn’t this implicate this child?”

Madam Song said awkwardly, “A young lady from Duke Yingguo’s manor—how could she be petty?”

“If the one who made the match with the Ming family today were Second Sister, would Mother stand up for Nian’er like this?”

“Naturally I would.”

Song Nian only saw her mother’s eyes darting away, unwilling to look at her, and couldn’t help but let out a long breath.

“This child still has some embroidery work to finish, so I won’t disturb Mother and Second Sister.”

Finishing, Song Nian turned and left.

“Mother, look at her.”

Song Yao cried: “Even my own younger sister looks down on me. How can your daughter face anyone in the future?”

“Stop crying. I’ll send out invitations to other madams today to ask if anyone has suitable candidates, and settle your marriage as soon as possible.”

“Mother, what if…”

Clutching her collar, Song Yao stammered hesitantly: “What if we wait for Father to return before making plans?”

“Hmph.”

Madam Song snorted coldly: “How would he plan for you? Find you another student of humble birth? If you can endure the hardships of a poor, humble family, I won’t stop you.”

“Mother!”

Song Yao hurriedly waved her hands, quickly saying she would leave everything to Madam Song’s handling.

Inside and outside the Song Manor, everyone was busy with Song Lan’an’s departure from the capital tomorrow, yet Madam Song was in her room repeatedly sending invitations to the mistresses of great families she knew. In just one afternoon, she sent fourteen or fifteen to the gate house.

The inner courtyard steward, Nanny Song, intercepted these invitations from the gate house and delivered them to Ming Xiang’s hands.

“Truly a case of seeking any doctor in desperation.”

After looking through the invitations one by one, Ming Xiang said, “These few madams have strong temperaments and will certainly look down on someone who only values romantic affairs when the nation faces crisis. Don’t send these out.”

“These three madams…”

Ming Xiang pulled out three more invitations. Seeing this, Nanny Song said, “During the recent turmoil in the palace, these three were all of the Late Emperor’s faction. If the Crown Prince ascends the throne in the future, their prospects won’t be good.”

Ming Xiang nodded: “These two also cannot be sent.”

Nanny Song understood—these two families’ status was too high. Sending them would only add to the joke.

Ming Xiang frowned directly at the remaining four or five invitations.

These few manors, though their status could match the Song Manor, were not entirely upright families. Each had matters that gave people reason to gossip, more or less.

These matters weren’t necessarily major, but they weren’t minor either, yet all revealed some impropriety.

Nanny Song sighed softly: “Young Madam cannot hold back all of Madam’s invitations. If Madam doesn’t receive a single reply, she’ll likely think even more that you and the young master are deliberately obstructing Second Young Miss’s marriage.”

“Nanny speaks reasonably.”

Looking at those few invitations, Ming Xiang hesitated slightly before handing them to her.

“Let it be so.”

If she intervened further, she would truly fulfill Madam Song’s words and become one with ulterior motives.

After sending out Madam Song’s invitations, Ming Xiang went with Song Fu to prepare Song Lan’an’s travel items.

Early the next morning, Song Lan’an arrived at the capital’s outskirts to await the supply train from behind. This time, they carried grain and fodder prepared for the frontline military commanders, as well as gold, silver, and precious objects prepared for tribute to Nanqing.

Dongning’s vitality was greatly damaged by this war, with little actual gold and silver available—they could only make do with these objects.

“Is everything prepared?”

Shang Rong’s grandfather walked over trembling. Song Lan’an hurried forward to support him.

“Old Sir, at your age, you shouldn’t… you shouldn’t…”

Shang Chong said, “The duty of a subject—what ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ is there? Get in the carriage. Don’t worry about me.”

The old gentleman was advanced in years. Though his hand grasped the carriage, he couldn’t climb up no matter what. Song Lan’an’s face was grave as he half-knelt on the ground, half-lifting, half-supporting Shang Chong into the carriage.

“Trouble Minister Song to take good care of my great-grandfather.”

A youth from the Shang family with still somewhat childish features on his face, eyes full of tears, grabbed Song Lan’an. Song Lan’an looked at him and nodded faintly.

“Soft cushions have been laid in the carriage. This journey…”

At this point, Song Lan’an suddenly didn’t know what to say. The youth stood beneath the carriage, biting his teeth, silently shedding tears.

Behind him, a middle-aged man stepped forward. His eyes were full of bright red blood vessels as he slowly bowed deeply to Song Lan’an: “On this journey, I trouble Minister Song to care for my father.”

Song Lan’an cupped his hands in salute, returning the courtesy.

Old Master Shang lifted the carriage curtain: “Thirteen, come here.”

The youth walked to the front of the carriage, looking at him tearfully.

Shang Chong raised his hand and lightly patted the youth’s shoulder: “Study well. In the future, you must not become that kind of wastrel who indulges in flowers and wine, gambling and debauchery. Remember to keep goodness in your heart and help those in suffering. If you encounter those in difficult circumstances, give them much assistance.”

“Remember not to bully others with your power, and don’t harbor arrogant thoughts because of wealth and honor. Humility and respectfulness are the proper way to conduct oneself.”

Shang Thirteen nodded tearfully. Shang Chong said, “Go back now. No need to worry.”

Finishing, Shang Chong waved to everyone in farewell.

Chapter 230: The Pillar
“Minister Song, everything is prepared. Shall we depart?”

Song Lan’an turned to look at the hundreds of crudely crafted yet distinctive wooden boxes, ordering them all sent to the front of the procession. He himself stood in place, gazing at the capital’s city gates for a long while before finally turning to board his carriage.

The group rushed forward at full speed, yet even so, by the time they reached the Su River, spring had already brought warm weather and blooming flowers.

The two nations’ war had caused countless deaths and injuries. The Su River itself was stained with blood and white bones, tinged with rusty red. Now during the ceasefire, the sky everywhere was obscured by black smoke from burning, showing not a trace of azure blue.

Song Lan’an helped Shang Chong, who had fallen gravely ill from days of rushing travel and was already emaciated and haggard, down from the carriage.

“Can Old Sir still hold on?”

Shang Chong waved his hand but could no longer speak a single word.

“Honored Ministers, please come inside.”

An armored commander led the ministers into the central military tent. When Shen Qianyu saw them, his eyes were bloodshot as he struggled to stand.

“Your Highness has worked hard.”

Song Lan’an looked at Shen Qianyu—covered in wounds, cheeks sunken, only a pair of eyes shining brightly—and let out a soft laugh.

“In this war between two nations, both suffered greatly. It’s just that we had been exhausted for many years beforehand and couldn’t hold out as long as Nanqing.”

“It is not Your Highness’s fault.”

Shang Chong also nodded, opening his mouth with difficulty: “Your Highness has already done extremely well, possessing the style of the founding Emperor.”

Several court officials all praised and agreed. Shen Qianyu walked before everyone and prostrated himself in obeisance. Song Lan’an stepped forward to help him up, but Shen Qianyu remained kneeling on the ground, wailing in grief.

Zuo Zhengyan smiled: “His Highness is truly a man of genuine feeling.”

Signaling Wan Xiao to help the Crown Prince up, Shang Chong said, “Since we’ve already reached the Su River, let’s attend to official business today.”

He was advanced in years. The long journey had already consumed much of his strength. Any further delay might ruin everything.

Handing the Emperor’s seal to Shen Qianyu, everyone changed into official robes, held the documents of submission and imperial edict, and crossed the Su River to reach Nanqing’s encampment. Shen Qianyu stood to the east of the Su River, gazing across at the hundred-person procession from across the water, tears streaming down his face uncontrollably. Wan Xiao bit his teeth hard, looking at the crude wooden boxes at the end of the procession, weeping with his head in his hands.

Song Lan’an supported Shang Chong and, after passing through multiple inspections, entered Prince Ning’s tent.

Prince Ning stood upon the high seat. Seeing them, he quickly rose and descended.

“Greetings, Minister Shang.”

“Minister Shang’s students are found throughout the world. Our Nanqing people have likewise benefited immensely. You deserve this courtesy, Old Sir.”

Nanqing’s new sovereign, the former Prince Ning, bowed in courtesy to Shang Chong. Shang Chong waved his hand silently, his entire person seeming drained of strength as he casually found a seat and sat down. Song Lan’an’s heart filled with worry as he stepped forward to inquire carefully.

Prince Ning said, “Summon the military physician.”

Song Lan’an cupped his hands gratefully. Prince Ning smiled: “Twenty years ago, I had the fortune to see Minister Song once. Does Minister Song still remember?”

“Naturally.”

Prince Ning didn’t mind his attitude. If he were the defeated party, he probably wouldn’t have a pleasant expression either.

Sitting on the high seat with a face full of smiles, Prince Ning’s eyes were full of the victor’s triumphant satisfaction.

He had never imagined that this battle with Dongning would drag on so long. Had he known, he probably wouldn’t have led the campaign personally.

But now he had achieved complete victory—not only gaining eleven cities from Dongning but also countless gold and silver. Thinking of this, Prince Ning smiled: “Although you honored ministers have traveled thousands of miles from afar, and we of Nanqing should naturally fulfill our duty as hosts, but seeing Minister Shang’s condition… why don’t we settle official business first, then discuss other matters?”

Song Lan’an smiled faintly: “Naturally.”

Zuo Zhengyan placed the bright yellow brocade box he held before Prince Ning’s desk. A commander beside Prince Ning stepped forward to receive it and opened them one by one.

“The delivered items match the list. This subordinate has inspected everything—there are no errors or omissions.”

“Benevolence, righteousness, propriety, and wisdom are Dongning’s soul. They would not stoop to deception.”

Prince Ning smiled, yet with great self-importance opened the inventory list.

“Not only gold and silver valuables are listed here, but even furs, porcelain, and medicines?”

Prince Ning laughed heartily: “They even scraped together such things—it seems Dongning suffered considerable losses in this battle.”

None of the Dongning delegation spoke. Their silent appearance truly pleased Prince Ning.

“Rice, flour, tung oil, and such base goods—to think you honored ministers had to painstakingly transport them to the Su River. You ministers have truly worked hard.”

After casually checking the quantities, Prince Ning folded it with satisfaction and began signing the agreement of a hundred years’ non-aggression between the two nations with Song Lan’an.

Just as Prince Ning was about to put brush to paper, the Nanqing military physician suddenly said, “This honored minister…”

Everyone turned around, only to see Old Master Shang Chong sitting in place, already having drawn his last breath. Song Lan’an froze, hurriedly stepping forward to half-kneel before him, his eyes showing regret.

“Minister Song.”

Zuo Zhengyan stepped forward, calling Song Lan’an’s name quietly. Song Lan’an nodded faintly: “It is time.”

Shen Qianyu still stood dazedly before the Su River, gazing at the Nanqing military camp. He, Wan Xiao, and the commanders who had struggled to support this campaign for so long all bore hot tears on their faces. It wasn’t until a thunderous boom sounded that Shen Qianyu helplessly fell to his knees, bowing from afar toward the direction of the Nanqing military camp.

That thunderous sound seemed only a beginning. After it, explosions rang out continuously in succession. The surrounding ground shook, the mountains trembled, and dust filled the sky. Black smoke seemed to stretch for thousands of miles with no end in sight.

Shen Qianyu felt only a ringing in his ears, shaking him until he couldn’t help but vomit a mouthful of fresh blood.

Wan Xiao’s tears also mixed with blood as he lay on the ground, unable to rise.

His heart ached…

In this battle with Nanqing, what Dongning lost was far more than those military commanders and the silver in the national treasury.

What Dongning lost were the very pillars and backbone that had supported them for a hundred years.

For a very long while, the black smoke filling the sky gradually dispersed, yet to the east of the Su River, ear-splitting cries of grief pervaded.

Shen Qianyu struggled to stand from the ground, raised his hand pointing toward Nanqing: “Follow this Prince in attacking Nanqing. Accept those who surrender without killing, do not kill the common people, do not kill women and children…”

As his words fell, the great army crossed the Su River, cleared obstacles, and advanced forward.

Wan Xiao led the logistics battalion members to the site of the crater, silently searching for those gold and silver objects collected through the entire nation’s efforts.

There was a youth of about seventeen or eighteen who found from the dirt a palm-sized fragment of cloth embroidered with gold and silver immortal cranes. He looked down at it for a long while before clutching it in his palm, silently shedding tears.

Wan Xiao also sat in the crater, holding a half-broken waist token from the Court of State Ceremonial that had already been deformed, grief-stricken to the point of despair…

Chapter 231: Origins
Another year, and spring had arrived once again.

The capital had reached the time for posting auspicious spring couplets. In the Eastern Palace, servants had long since prepared all the necessary items, yet no one had the mood for it.

Ever since Shang Chong, Song Lan’an, and the others departed for Su River, the Shang and Song residences had endured countless contemptuous glares. Even Song Wan in the palace occasionally heard vile words that reached her from outside.

Seeing her indifferent expression, Ji Rong once suggested punishing those people, but Song Wan stopped her.

Those people spoke such words due to their limited perspective. She could not bear to be harsh with them, and moreover, it was precisely because those people held Dongning in their hearts that they possessed such passionate fervor.

Ji Rong looked at Song Wan, refraining from mentioning how the third young master of the Su family cursed most viciously. When Madam Su disciplined her son in the street, having the household steward beat him until his skin split and flesh tore, it still failed to prevent him from seeking out Song Fu the very next day.

Nowadays, the main gates of both the Shang and Song residences remained tightly shut day after day, not daring to open even slightly.

Though other officials’ households also received some criticism, none were scolded as miserably as the Shang and Song families.

Ji Rong dared not tell Song Wan these things. Since Su River had been without news for quite some time, both the court and the inner palace were filled with anxiety. He had no intention of adding further chaos for everyone.

“Your Highness, the eldest young madam of the Song residence requests an audience.”

Heng Zhi entered the room to report. Song Wan rose to receive her.

Ming Xiang carried a presentation box in her hands, smiling gently when she saw Song Wan.

“Sister-in-law, what brings you here today? Has something happened at the residence?”

With a long sigh, Ming Xiang opened her mouth but couldn’t speak. After gathering herself for a moment, she finally said, “There is something, but it’s nothing major.”

Inviting Ming Xiang to take a seat, the sisters-in-law began their conversation.

“You’ve always been clever, so even without me saying it, you should know what opinion people outside currently hold of our residence.”

Song Wan nodded, her eyes showing sorrow.

Her father valued his reputation above all else. If he heard the common people cursing him like this, he would surely be beside himself with rage.

“Everyone in the residence, from top to bottom, now keeps the doors closed and refrains from going out, afraid of doing something that might provoke the people’s dissatisfaction. The residence hasn’t sent anyone out to purchase supplies for several days, truly fearing we’ll incur heaven’s wrath and the people’s resentment.”

“Sister-in-law has worked hard.”

Ming Xiang shook her head, her large eyes filled with helplessness. “I’m not here to discuss this matter. What I want to say is that Mother insists on arranging a marriage for Song Yao at this critical juncture. There’s already been quite a commotion in the residence for some time. With Father away, I…”

Hearing this, Song Wan finally understood Ming Xiang’s meaning.

Although Lady Song was a second wife, she was still Ming Xiang’s elder. With Father not in the residence now, it was difficult for her to constantly contradict Lady Song’s wishes. If word got out, people would surely say the new daughter-in-law was fierce, oppressing her mother-in-law until she couldn’t breathe.

But how could this possibly be the time to arrange a marriage for Song Yao?

Her father had just shouldered the world’s condemnation to defect to the enemy state. If they now conducted a grand wedding celebration, wouldn’t it be adding fuel to the fire?

“Before Father departed, he said Mother should have full authority over Song Yao’s marriage arrangements. I…”

Ming Xiang’s eyes reddened. “I can’t bear it.”

How could she bear to let Song Lan’an and the Song residence carry such an embarrassing infamy? When would Song Yao’s marriage not be suitable? Why must it be rushed in these few days?

But though her heart was troubled, she couldn’t very well disobey the words of Song Lan’an and Lady Song.

“What does Elder Brother say?”

“My husband says to leave everything to Mother’s judgment and tells me not to interfere.”

“But I feel sorry for Father. Father has been cautious and meticulous his entire life, taking each step carefully. Now he must be… by his pillow companion…”

How could she be willing?

How could she possibly be willing?

Ming Xiang pressed her lips together, forcibly holding back the tears in her eyes. “Wan’er, I’m not afraid of the whole world cursing me. I’m not even afraid of the whole world cursing Song Fu, because I know what kind of person my husband is. But Father is different. Everyone in the world may fail to understand Father, and we as children may not comprehend him, but she is different.”

“Husband and wife are one body. Her words and actions are no different from Father’s. How can she, and how dare she?”

This action of hers—what difference was it from roasting Song Lan’an over a fire?

Ming Xiang wiped her tears. After venting her anger, the pent-up frustration in her heart dissipated considerably.

“I didn’t know how to handle this matter, so I thought to enter the palace and ask you and Aunt. But Eunuch Chang said Aunt has been worried about Su River these past few days, sleeping restlessly at night. She’s taking her midday rest right now, so I came to ask for your advice.”

“Let her do as she wishes.”

Song Wan smiled faintly. “She doesn’t understand Father, but Father understands her. What she’s capable of doing and what she will do—Father has probably already anticipated it a hundred steps ahead.”

“Since Father spoke beforehand, Sister-in-law should just follow through.”

“For the Su River journey, Father surely gave Elder Brother instructions. Since both Father and Brother say to let her have her way, Sister-in-law should simply fulfill her wishes.”

Ming Xiang said, “But if Father returns and faces universal condemnation…”

“A hundred steps later, Father will surely have a backup plan. Sister-in-law need not worry.”

After Song Wan’s explanations, Ming Xiang finally felt at ease. She grasped Song Wan’s hand and murmured, “I’m frightened in my heart.”

Since Father departed for Su River, Song Fu’s reactions had been extremely unusual. He often stood outside Father’s study for a very long time, that appearance as if he were reminiscing about past scenes.

She knew in her heart that Father must have given some instructions before departing, but every time she saw Song Fu like that, she didn’t know how to console him.

Ming Xiang was worried and afraid, but she knew she shouldn’t ask and couldn’t ask.

Song Wan patted Ming Xiang’s hand, speaking gently, “No need to be afraid. At Su River, we have Old Master Shang and Father there. In the residence, we have Elder Brother. We have nothing to fear.”

“I understand now.”

Patting Ming Xiang, Song Wan smiled. “Which family has Mother chosen for Yao’er to make her so anxious?”

“Wan’er, do you know the Qi family descended from Duke Liguo?”

Song Wan blinked. “The Qi family that married a concubine-born young miss from Prince Zhongjing’s residence?”

“Precisely.”

“Mother has chosen Qi Sulun, the fifth legitimate grandson of the Qi residence, for Song Yao.”

“Since Wan’er knows of them, you should also know what kind of situation their family is in.”

Song Wan’s brows slightly furrowed. “Though the Qi residence is of noble birth, they haven’t produced outstanding descendants for many generations. Now only an empty shell of a framework remains—they’ve long since declined.”

“Moreover…”

Song Wan paused slightly. “I have some history with the legitimate eldest grandson’s wife of the Qi residence.”

“Back in my maiden days, we met a few times. Earlier at the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, I once considered marriage prospects for the second young master of that household. The Qi residence sent over an invitation, but I declined it.”

Ming Xiang’s eyes widened. “This… could it be that the Qi residence has held this grudge and harbors some twisted intentions?”

Song Wan shook her head. “That shouldn’t be the case. There are far too many families where marriage prospects between these two households didn’t work out. If they held resentment over such a small matter to the point of wanting to marry back their sisters, it would be truly absurd.”

“What Wan’er says makes sense.”

Ming Xiang said, “A family that even the concubine-born daughters of the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence wouldn’t consider, yet Mother is rushing to arrange this match. I don’t know what she’s thinking. And given that the Qi residence can respond favorably at this juncture, it’s clear they’re not a prudent household.”

“I actually know why.”

Song Wan understood Lady Song fairly well. If you spoke of malicious intent, she had none, but she simply never knew what it meant to think deeply and plan far ahead.

She had always only looked at the inch or two in front of her toes. In choosing the Qi residence, it was likely because she only heard “descended from Duke Liguo,” and that being legitimate-born would prevent Song Yao from being overshadowed by Song Nian, so she agreed.

“She’s always favored Song Yao. She probably doesn’t want Song Yao to be inexplicably inferior to Song Nian in the future, or perhaps Song Yao made such a fuss that she had no other options, which is why she hastily made this decision.”

“She cannot be unaware of the Qi residence’s situation, yet she still stubbornly persists. Clearly, she’s single-mindedly focused only on obtaining a high family status.”

And given the Song residence’s poor reputation at present, with this marriage being arranged so urgently, they could only choose such a family that was neither high nor low, caught in between.

The sisters-in-law both sighed together, momentarily uncertain for whom they should lament.

“If that’s the case, then I won’t stand in Mother’s way anymore. Yao’er’s marriage will be left to her judgment.”

Song Wan nodded helplessly.

Whether Lady Song or Song Yao, both were the type who would jump off a cliff—the more you pulled them back, the more they leaped. If you let go, they might actually develop a timid heart.

But once they began obstructing them forcefully, they would surely create some foolish incident.

Song Wan sighed. “Let her do as she wishes. Life and death are fated; it’s hard to say clearly.”

Chapter 232: Reporting a Death
Ming Xiang nodded, knowing in her heart that what Song Wan said was not wrong—she couldn’t stop it.

“Hearing you say this, Wan’er, my heart feels somewhat more at ease. When I return today, I’ll tell Mother that I won’t stand in the way of the marriage with the Qi family.”

Song Wan smiled faintly and saw Ming Xiang out of the hall.

Though Ming Xiang felt the marriage with the Qi family was highly improper, there was nothing she could do about it at this time. She could only have someone notify the gatehouse to allow Lady Song to finalize the marriage agreement with the Qi family and exchange the eight characters of birth dates between the two households.

The Qi family had only an empty noble framework, their coffers having been tight for quite some time. In the capital, there truly weren’t many families willing to arrange marriages with them. Those of lower status, they looked down upon; those of higher status looked down upon them. This was why Qi Sulun’s marriage had dragged on until now.

Being able to arrange a match with the Song residence at present, Old Madam Qi was very satisfied. Both households were in a rush, so before even meeting, they had already exchanged the eight characters.

Qi Sulun frowned at his mother, extremely dissatisfied with this marriage arrangement.

“Your son respects Minister Song and knows that Minister Song going to Su River was by imperial order, but this marriage with the Song family is truly improper.”

“How could a household’s mistress arrange marriages for the legitimate daughters at such a time? Setting aside that Minister Song is currently in the center of a whirlpool, even ordinary families rarely scheme for their children’s marriages just after the national mourning period has passed, during such turbulent times.”

Madam Qi hurriedly waved her hand. “What nonsense are you speaking? If your grandmother hears this, I’ll have to endure another scolding for you.”

“Do you think I’m interested in that Song family’s second daughter?”

Flicking her handkerchief, Madam Qi furrowed her brows. “First of all, the Song family’s eldest legitimate daughter is remarried and cannot appear in respectable company. Moreover, what Song Lan’an did this time was not an honorable matter.”

“If you marry that Song family girl, in the future you might even have to bear the infamy along with her.”

“But Old Madam is not wrong either. Though Song Lan’an will be condemned by the world, this time he’s working for the court. Others may not know, but His Highness the Crown Prince surely understands his grievances and difficulties. Perhaps in the future he’ll compensate him in other ways.”

“And if you marry the Song family’s second daughter, he should also look after his own son-in-law somewhat.”

After Madam Qi finished speaking, her eyes carried three parts contempt. “That Song Wan, with her ruined and wilted body, could still enter the Eastern Palace—clearly she’s formidable. Do you know what her residence in the Eastern Palace is called?”

“Clearly the Crown Prince has been so bewitched by this seductress that he’s lost his soul. In the future, the Song family will likely have great fortune.”

Madam Qi’s words carried disdain, and in her heart she resented Song Wan even more for declining the invitation her eldest daughter-in-law had sent years ago. Though that Jiang Yan was short-lived, the other party’s look of contempt for her Qi residence had caused her to harbor resentment for many days.

Now that the Song family’s second daughter was eagerly rushing to arrange a marriage with their family, it finally allowed Madam Qi to release much of the stifled anger she had swallowed back then.

Qi Sulun listened to his mother’s words, his eyes dimming, but he said nothing more.

The Qi residence had declined. These past several generations of household managers, from the family head to the household mistress, had few who could accomplish anything. No matter how glorious the Song residence might become in the future, anyone willing to arrange marriages for their daughters at this juncture was not someone with a clear head. A daughter raised by such a mistress…

Qi Sulun let out a long sigh, only hoping that the Song family’s second daughter was someone clear-headed.

Qi Sulun was not the only one dissatisfied with this marriage—Song Yao herself was also very displeased. As a legitimate-born noble young lady in the capital, she too had heard about the Qi residence’s affairs.

But Mother was right. Though the Qi family’s foundation was thin, at least they still had a title. In the future, she wouldn’t be too far beneath Song Nian and Song Wan.

Being sisters from the same family, if she married one of Father’s students as Father had arranged, how could she hold up her head among her sisters in the future?

“Don’t overthink it. Though the Qi residence isn’t what it used to be, Qi Sulun is legitimate-born and orthodox. Can the Qi residence possibly short you two in food and clothing?”

Lady Song grasped Song Yao’s hand, earnestly consoling her. “He’s the fifth son. When you marry over, you’ll have neither the pressure of managing the household nor the pressure of bearing heirs. The young couple need only live harmoniously and happily together. For us women, if we have a husband who cherishes us and lack nothing in food and clothing, this life can be considered an excellent outcome.”

“Mother is right.”

Gradually persuaded by Lady Song’s words, Song Yao set down the worries in her heart and slowly curved her lips into a smile.

Her mother was correct. As long as her future husband cherished her and the household didn’t short her in food, clothing, and necessities, that would be enough.

Moreover, that Qi Sulun was after all from Duke Liguo’s legitimate line—far superior to that Ming Seventeen, no matter how you looked at it.

The great weight in Song Yao’s heart settled, and she wholeheartedly began preparing for her own wedding. Lady Song then called for Ming Xiang, saying she wanted to prepare dowries for Song Yao and Song Nian.

“The household’s dowries all have fixed amounts. The sum Mother mentioned, the household truly cannot produce at present.”

Purple sandalwood kang tables, carved large chairs, treasure cabinets, canopy beds, screens, vanity mirrors, dishes, cloth—all these had been prepared by the household beforehand. But now Lady Song additionally demanded six shops, plus two thousand taels of silver in cash for each daughter.

“If this were before the war with Nanqing, this amount would be nothing. But right now, the household truly cannot produce it.”

That day at the palace gates when everyone contributed military funds, all the major families in the capital had given substantial amounts. Father had even allocated his private treasury and thirty percent of the public funds to send to the court.

But Ming Xiang didn’t know about this matter—Song Lan’an had never told Lady Song.

“Ha.”

Lady Song snorted coldly. “Song Fu and Song Wan’s weddings could be conducted with great fanfare, but when it comes to my Yao’er and Nian’er, the household can’t produce any silver? When I managed the household before, I was well aware of how much silver was in the accounts. Don’t you feel guilty saying these words to me now?”

“I do not.”

Ming Xiang smiled faintly, bowing slightly to Lady Song in salute. “More than half of my husband’s betrothal gifts and Wan’er’s dowry were taken from the legitimate madam’s dowry. Mother should not be unaware of this.”

“If Mother has no other matters, Xiang’er will attend to her duties.”

After speaking, Ming Xiang turned and left, no longer paying attention to Lady Song.

Since Father said to let Lady Song handle Song Yao’s wedding entirely, and both Song Fu and Song Wan told her not to mind Lady Song’s unreasonable behavior, why should she seek suffering for herself?

From then on for over ten days, Ming Xiang never appeared before Lady Song.

Lady Song was furious, but could only steel herself and divide among Song Yao and Song Nian those meager odds and ends of dowry she had brought when she married into the Song residence.

“Mother, leave everything for Second Sister. Your daughter doesn’t need them.”

Song Nian set down the bright red mandarin duck divination cloth she was embroidering, saying softly, “What the household has given your daughter for dowry is already sufficient. Though your daughter is marrying a branch of the Ming family, the situation is somewhat better than the Qi residence. Second Sister needs this silver more than your daughter.”

“Moreover, Mother should keep some in hand as well, lest in the future we two…”

“Who wants your silver?”

Before Song Nian could finish speaking, Song Yao snatched the banknotes from Lady Song’s hand and threw them in front of her. “What do you mean by saying you’re marrying better than me? What do you mean ‘though the Ming family is a branch, the situation is better than the Qi residence’?”

“Why don’t you explain exactly how the Ming family is better than the Qi residence?”

“Enough, enough. Nian’er is only thinking of your welfare.”

Picking up the banknotes from the floor, Lady Song consoled them both in a low voice, then carefully tucked the banknotes in her hand into Song Yao’s.

Song Nian lowered her eyes at the scene before her, but said not a word.

The mother and daughters each harbored their own thoughts. Just as they sat in silence, they heard crying and wailing from outside, growing nearer and nearer, reaching their ears.

Lady Song lifted her eyes in a daze, staring blankly as a rough serving woman from the household came running in, wailing all the way.

Chapter 233: Return to the Capital
“What are you wailing about? Reporting a death?”

Lady Song’s brows turned severe as she glared at the rough serving woman. “Crying and howling in broad daylight—what kind of propriety is this?”

“Madam, the master is gone. The master is no more.”

Upon hearing this, Lady Song’s face involuntarily twitched. “What nonsense are you spouting? How could the master be gone?”

“It turns out the master’s journey to Nanqing this time was not to defect.”

Explaining the Nanqing matter to Lady Song, the rough serving woman sobbed. “His Highness the Crown Prince has already attacked Nanqing’s capital city and occupied Nanqing’s imperial palace. Soon the Dongning army will return to the capital.”

“It’s just that the master, Minister Shang, and all the officials from court who went on this defection mission have all… all…”

“Nonsense, nonsense!”

Lady Song shoved the woman aside and hurried toward the main hall to find Song Fu and Ming Xiang.

Behind her, Song Yao stood with the banknotes in her hand, her gaze dazed. Song Nian, however, stood to the side, large tears falling continuously.

After learning this news, Ming Xiang had already cried herself to exhaustion and was now resting in her room. Song Fu, however, held back his tears as he followed the steward and Nanny Song to arrange Song Lan’an’s funeral affairs.

“What are you doing? All this overwhelming white—are you cursing the master to have gone with no return?”

Snatching the white lantern from a servant’s hand, Lady Song threw it on the ground and stomped on it forcefully.

“The master went to Nanqing to defect perfectly fine. How could he suddenly meet with such misfortune?”

Lady Song cried as she spoke. “Didn’t he say that when he returned, he would arrange a marriage for Yao’er?”

Song Yao and Song Nian followed behind Lady Song. Song Yao still wore a bewildered expression, but Song Nian immediately understood Father’s painstaking efforts upon hearing this.

Father, Minister Shang, and the others must have discussed it early on with the court and the Crown Prince, using defection as a pretext to approach Nanqing’s new ruler. From the very beginning, this group of people had gone with hearts prepared never to return. That Father would speak thus clearly showed he knew that after this matter, the Song residence would soar to great heights.

When His Highness the Crown Prince ascended the throne, all the envoys who had gone to defect would be heavily relied upon.

Quickly calculating in her mind those officials she knew of in that group, Song Nian suddenly burst into loud wails.

Those families were either the Crown Prince’s trusted confidants or, like the Shang and Song residences, had outstanding descendants in their clans. Those old ministers who went with Father did so both for the country and for their clans and families.

Father…

He had offered himself as a sacrifice to pave a path to glory for everyone in the clan.

At Father’s age, if he had survived, after the great war he would surely have been heavily relied upon. But Father was already in a high position—if he didn’t step aside, Elder Brother would have no opportunity to advance further.

The Song residence still had a palace consort in the palace. Though Eldest Sister’s status was flawed and she couldn’t be made empress, after this matter, surely no court officials would object. With Elder Brother at the forefront outside and the mother of the nation providing support behind, as long as the Song clan didn’t harbor treasonous thoughts, they would surely have a hundred years without worry.

And Father’s repeated admonitions to Mother to wait for his return to the capital before arranging Second Sister’s marriage—this too was for this purpose.

Who would dare bully a daughter of such a Song residence? Even with her eyes closed, Second Sister could select the best match.

But she…

Song Nian looked at Song Yao’s bewildered face and cried until she couldn’t stand.

Father had arranged a way forward for everyone, but Mother and Second Sister had utterly failed his intentions.

“Send Madam back to her room.”

Song Fu’s expression was solemn, not bothering with Lady Song’s deranged appearance.

He still had important matters to attend to—how could he have the mind to watch her throw a tantrum?

Nanny Song and two other old servants helped Lady Song back to her room. Song Fu went to the study and, with reddened eyes, took out the letter Father had given to Wan’er before departing.

When news arrived from Su River, Song Wan was in Shang Rong’s bedchamber playing chess leisurely with several others.

Song Wan and Shang Rong’s chess skills were evenly matched. Wu Xixiang pulled Qi Qingling along to crush flowers to make flower pillows. Zhao Nanzhang and Zhang Baozhen silently peeled tribute oranges, collecting the orange peels bit by bit into gauze bags, though their eyes held no mirth.

Lu Youjun was not present. With no news from Su River, though they appeared to gather together, they were actually each doing their own tasks, merely seeking companionship to avoid the loneliness of being alone in their chambers.

Ji Rong returned from outside, clutching a letter from the Song residence. With the news that had arrived today on his mind, he stood in the corridor for a long time, unable to take a step forward.

“What are you standing there for?”

Shang Rong looked up and saw Ji Rong, beckoning him over.

“What’s happened? You don’t look well.”

Song Wan looked up, her heart tightening.

Everyone saw that Ji Rong’s face was deathly pale, with a thin layer of sweat on his forehead.

“News from Su River…”

Qi Qingling and Wu Xixiang both clutched their handkerchiefs tightly, biting their teeth and not daring to breathe loudly. Ji Rong looked at Shang Rong and Song Wan, his voice choked. “Dongning has won, but Minister Shang, Minister Song, and everyone who went to Su River are all… all gone.”

Telling them how the group had brought the fire weapon boxes that the court had specially prepared for Nanqing and perished together with the enemy state, Ji Rong said, “His Highness has already returned to the capital and will arrive soon. This letter… was left by Minister Song for Your Highness before he departed.”

Both Shang Rong and Song Wan stood frozen in place. Upon hearing the circumstances at that time, the others’ eyes all reddened, yet they could not shed tears.

As imperial consorts, they could not wear mourning for their family members, could not make sacrifices or attend funerals for them. They could only hold back their tears and swallow all the bitterness back into their bellies.

Shang Rong remained silent for a long while before saying with tears in her eyes, “Grandfather’s lifelong wish was to see Dongning prosper. Now his wish has been fulfilled. I rejoice for him and for Dongning.”

Song Wan, however, clutched the letter in her hand and rose in a daze, leaving with Heng Zhi’s support.

Wu Xixiang wanted to step forward to comfort her but was stopped by Zhang Baozhen, who gently shook her head at her.

Returning to Laiyi Pavilion, Song Wan sat alone on the daybed, recalling Song Lan’an’s entry into the palace and those words he had spoken: “When your father returns, I will send you a great gift to celebrate your wedding joy.”

By now, what was there left for her not to understand?

What Father had done was for country, for family, and also for her.

Song Wan clutched her skirt and wept silently in pain.

For a very long time, until the sky had darkened, she finally gathered enough spirit to open the letter Father had left for her.

The letter was not long, and the words did not mention anything important—just a few brief sentences telling her to be cautious in word and deed in the future and not to bring shame to the clan. The remaining few lines mentioned Su Yi and Song Wan’s childhood.

When Song Wan saw the line “My daughter resembles her mother, which brings this father great joy,” she could no longer hold back and cried again, biting her teeth.

From that day forward, good news continuously arrived in the capital from the court. Accompanying the capital’s first winter snow, Shen Qianyu, Wan Xiao, Ming He, and other generals who had not remained garrisoned in Nanqing finally returned to the capital.

Song Wan stood before Laiyi Pavilion. Seeing Shen Qianyu, who after countless trials and tribulations seemed reborn, she smiled faintly.

Chapter 234: Fief
The man had become much thinner. Merely standing beneath the palace gate in his armor was enough to inspire fear in others.

Perhaps due to the prolonged killing on the battlefield, the aura of carnage about him had not yet dissipated. When he looked at Song Wan, his eyes still carried faint wariness. Only when she smiled faintly did the bloodthirsty color in Shen Qianyu’s eyes gradually fade, replaced by traces of tenderness.

Song Wan’s eyes reddened, and for a moment she didn’t know how to react.

Since his departure, eighteen months had passed. So much had happened during this time—though not quite two years, Song Wan felt as if she had traversed half a lifetime.

“I’m sorry…”

Shen Qianyu walked before Song Wan, his throat choked for a long time before he could with difficulty squeeze out these three abrupt words.

But Song Wan understood all his unspoken words.

She smiled gently and said, “This realm does not belong to Your Highness alone. I believe that whether it be Father, Old Minister Shang, or those soldiers and common people whose names we do not know, even Youjun…”

“None have ever resented Your Highness.”

“This consort has had water prepared for Your Highness. Please wash away the dust.”

Shen Qianyu nodded and entered Laiyi Pavilion.

As in the past, he dismissed all servants, leaving only Song Wan. After removing his full suit of armor, he lay on the beauty couch with his head pillowed on Song Wan’s legs, silent and wordless.

Song Wan gently stroked his withered, dry hair, her heart aching.

This battle had been won, yet no one felt the joy of victory.

Incorporating Nanqing into Dongning’s territory, Shen Qianyu’s name was sufficient to be remembered through the ages. Yet until now, he had not issued any edict to announce this matter to the people. Even those in the palace only learned of Dongning’s great victory when he was about to return to the capital.

Bit by bit gathering Shen Qianyu’s hair with her fingers, Song Wan’s eyes showed sorrow.

For the first time, Shen Qianyu faced away from Song Wan, not letting her see the expression on his face. But in just a moment, Song Wan felt wetness and cold penetrating her knees.

Her fingers paused slightly, and her eyes too reddened.

“Your Highness’s hair has grown long. Let Wan’er wash it for you.”

Shen Qianyu grasped her hand and covered his eyes with it, weeping silently.

Holding the comb in her hand, Song Wan gently and tenderly began combing Shen Qianyu’s hair. Only when the water temperature gradually cooled did he, at Song Wan’s urging, enter the bath barrel. But Shen Qianyu never released his grip on Song Wan’s hand.

“Wan’er will stay right here with Your Highness, going nowhere.”

Bringing over a wooden stool, Song Wan sat beside Shen Qianyu, gently tracing the man’s brows and eyes with her fingertips.

“Is the water temperature suitable?”

His body now bore countless new scars, yet Song Wan acted as if she didn’t see them, inquiring softly and gently. Shen Qianyu pulled her hand to his cheek and said in a low voice, “Just right.”

The man looked at Song Wan’s gently smiling eyes and couldn’t help but kiss her palm.

“How did Lu Youjun sustain fatal injuries and pass away? What happened in the palace that day?”

Shen Qianyu had worried for a long time but had never written to ask Song Wan. He knew she wouldn’t tell him, and that she wouldn’t let him worry about palace matters while on the frontier. Now that he had returned to the palace, he could finally ask.

Song Wan said softly, “That day, the late emperor issued an edict suspending court for ten days. Youjun and we went together to stop the late emperor and was severely injured by someone at his side.”

“The Lu family…”

Song Wan gently shook her head. “Not a single person in the Lu family treated Youjun well.”

The man pressed his lips together. There were other things he wanted to ask, but ultimately he didn’t voice them.

He knew Song Wan was like him—she never wished to speak of the suffering she had endured, just as he was unwilling to tell her of the dust, smoke, and white bones on the battlefield.

Pain was not worth commemorating, nor was it worth singing about, and there was no need to mention it repeatedly.

Pulling Song Wan’s hand, Shen Qianyu emerged from the bathing chamber.

Having just returned to court today, though there were many matters to attend to, Shen Qianyu didn’t wish to see anyone. He only wanted to rest properly before facing everything else.

Allowing Song Wan to gently dry his hair, Shen Qianyu lay on her bed and quietly fell asleep.

The man’s sleeping manner was extremely restless. He would furrow his brows at times and murmur in low tones at others. Song Wan’s heart softened as she grasped his hand and lay fully clothed beside him. The two rested until the moon rose high, and only then did Shen Qianyu wake wearily.

He had not slept so deeply in a very long time. Upon first waking, he even felt a sense of dazed bewilderment.

Song Wan, eyes closed, reached out her hands and placed them on his cheeks. Only then did Shen Qianyu recover some awareness and become fully conscious.

“I had Wan Xiao compile a register of all those who went to Su River to defect, as well as all the fallen soldiers whose names could be identified in the army. Tomorrow I will announce to the people the names of all those Dongning lost in this campaign.”

“But the national treasury is now empty, and I cannot provide compensation silver. In the future, when we have recuperated, I will certainly make up this silver.”

Song Wan nodded gently, looking at Shen Qianyu with eyes full of tenderness.

“Since Your Highness mentions this, Wan’er has something to report.”

“Earlier, when the court’s military funds were depleted, Wan’er took it upon herself to send all the silver from Your Highness’s private treasury.”

She opened her eyes wide, with a trace of nervousness in them. Shen Qianyu let out a soft laugh. He was just about to say she had done right when, before he could speak, he remembered there were also others’ assets in that private treasury.

His momentary hesitation caused Song Wan to blink uneasily. Shen Qianyu drew her into his embrace and said gently, “That private treasury contained items I was temporarily keeping for a friend, but it’s no matter.”

“He is no longer here. What Wan’er did was not wrong.”

“Even if he were here, he would agree with what Wan’er did.”

Song Wan, seeing what seemed like regret in his eyes, spoke no more of other matters.

After resting, Shen Qianyu rose to handle official business. Though he had not yet held the enthronement ceremony, the imperial seal had long been in his hands.

Shen Qianyu took out paper and brush, writing down one by one the arrangements that needed to be made following his return to court. Only then did he embrace Song Wan and sleep fully clothed until daybreak.

Early the next morning, he first went to see Song Yuning.

In Changxin Palace, Song Yuning was just about to rise and pay her respects when Shen Qianyu stopped her. “Aunt need not be overly courteous. I’ve come today because there is a matter to discuss.”

“Please speak, Your Highness.”

Shen Qianbai stood behind Song Yuning. His face still bore the silver mask, but from those eyes one could glimpse his resolute nature and bearing. Shen Qianyu’s gaze fell upon his face, causing Song Yuning to furrow her brows slightly.

“Aunt need not worry. I am not the type to cross the river and tear down the bridge.”

“Through the Su River campaign, Your Highness has matured considerably.”

Song Yuning smiled softly, recalling the time years ago when Shen Qianyu had come to Changxin Palace to seek an audience with her.

“Aunt flatters me.”

When his words ended, Shen Qianyu continued, “I have come today for the matter of Nanqing.”

Though he had now conquered Nanqing, without someone trustworthy stationed there, he could not feel at ease. And in the court, only Qianbai had the appropriate status and could be entrusted with his very life.

If possible, he wished to temporarily assign Nanqing to Qianbai as a fief.

As soon as the words “Nanqing” were spoken, both Song Yuning and Shen Qianbai understood his intention. Song Yuning lowered her eyes slightly and turned to look at Shen Qianbai.

“This subject is willing.”

Shen Qianbai nodded slowly, accepting the matter.

Song Yuning pressed her lips together slightly, suppressing the ache in her eyes. On one hand, she felt gratified that her child had grown and could stand on his own, but on the other, she anguished that in the future he would likely have to leave his homeland, and for the rest of her life it would be difficult to see Wan’er and Song Fu again.

Chapter 235: Fate
Qianbai was an imperial prince and must be enfeoffed as a prince, and enfeoffment as a prince required a fief. Looking at the present situation, there was indeed no place more suitable than Nanqing.

Song Fu would most likely enter the Inner Cabinet in the future. Given the Crown Prince’s deep feelings for Wan’er, her becoming the mistress of the Inner Palace would not be mere talk. Now the Song clan’s illustrious reputation spread far and wide. If Qianbai insisted on remaining in the capital or anywhere within Dongning, how could he not eventually provoke imperial suspicion over time?

No matter how deep the past friendship, it could not withstand such testing.

Qianbai had no ambition to begin with. Going to Nanqing was the best arrangement for him.

Only…

Song Yuning turned to look at Shen Qianbai, a layer of mist rising in her eyes.

When Qianbai went to the fief, she would necessarily accompany him. In this life, she feared she would find it difficult to see Wan’er and Song Fu again. She had not yet seen her grand-nephew or little grand-nephew—she truly felt reluctant to part.

Clutching her handkerchief and pressing it to the corner of her eye, Song Yuning said, “I wonder when Your Highness wishes Qianbai to depart?”

Shen Qianyu said, “The sooner the better.”

He knew Song Yuning could not bear to part with Song Wan, but he worried something might go wrong in Nanqing. He could only impose upon the two of them.

“I understand. After settling matters in the next few days, we two shall depart.”

Though he had always known Song Yuning to be a straightforward person, upon hearing these words, Shen Qianyu still felt a warmth in his heart.

He stood and bowed toward Song Yuning, performing a salute. “I will certainly protect Wan’er and the Song clan without worry. Please set your mind at ease, Aunt.”

Song Yuning’s nose tingled. “I only hope Your Highness remembers today’s words and looks after Wan’er well.”

“I will.”

Though he was not in the palace, that did not mean he was unaware of what happened there. But if Wan’er chose not to speak of certain matters and words, he was willing to pretend ignorance.

Leaving Changxin Palace, Shen Qianyu went to Taiji Hall to meet with the court officials.

“Now that His Highness the Crown Prince has returned to the capital, the enthronement ceremony should be put on the agenda.”

Minister Luo spoke in a low voice, but Shen Qianyu said, “This matter is not urgent.”

He handed the imperial edict in his hand to Ji Rong, who received it and passed it to Minister Luo.

“From this day forward, establish a hundred-day national mourning to comfort all the heroic souls who sacrificed themselves for Dongning.”

After Shen Qianyu finished speaking, he handed another document to several people. When Minister Luo opened it, he saw it was filled with transfers of court officials, as well as decrees conferring grace and hereditary succession for one generation to households like the Marquis of Chengyang.

“Additionally, with the national treasury depleted, the enthronement ceremony shall be held after a hundred days, conducted simply together with the empress conferment ceremony.”

“Empress conferment?”

“Yes.”

Shen Qianyu said, “The position of empress shall be selected from among the daughters of the Shang and Song families in the Eastern Palace.”

“This… this… this is inappropriate.”

All the officials in Taiji Hall spoke in unison. Shen Qianyu’s gaze was sharp as he looked at them and said, “If these two are inappropriate, which persons do you gentlemen consider suitable?”

Minister Luo lowered his eyes without speaking, but there were those quick-witted individuals who began scheming. Just as one opened his mouth, he was interrupted by Shen Qianyu. “If you can single-handedly bomb and annihilate tens of thousands of enemy generals, then your female family members may also become mistress of the Inner Palace.”

The man’s newly opened mouth suddenly shut. Shen Qianyu’s gaze swept over the group, saying languidly, “Then the empress candidate shall be determined to be the Song family daughter.”

“…”

There were still those unwilling to give up who wanted to say more. Shen Qianyu clenched both hands into fists and heavily struck the imperial desk. “That you can still stand here alive and waste words with this prince—whom you should thank requires no elaboration from this prince.”

“If you want to grasp boundless wealth and honor empty-handed, you must see whether this prince’s mood permits it.”

Upon hearing these words, all the court officials dared say nothing more.

If they continued to voice objections, wouldn’t they truly become the people the Crown Prince spoke of—those who wanted to grasp wealth empty-handed?

Thus, though one and all were thoroughly dissatisfied with enfeoffing a Song clan daughter as empress, they could only forcibly suppress their unwillingness.

“If there are no other matters, then all of you may disperse.”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu rose and left, not bothering with anyone.

Watching him, everyone felt that after the Su River campaign, the Crown Prince was completely different from before.

Once the national mourning edict was issued, the common people throughout the realm learned that the court had previously feigned defection, and that Ministers Shang, Song, and the others were not traitors but righteous men who had generously sacrificed themselves.

Weeping could be heard continuously from the people in the streets and alleys. They spontaneously burned incense and paper money for Shang Chong, Song Lan’an, and the generals who sacrificed themselves at Su River. Those from wealthy households even funded the construction of temples for everyone, praying that the heroic martyrs would protect Dongning for another hundred years.

When Shen Qianyu’s edict enfeoffing Song Wan as empress spread, the common people applauded even more enthusiastically. And the happiest of all were the people of the Qi residence.

Upon hearing that Song Lan’an had sacrificed himself at Su River and that the empress position had been given to Song Wan, Qi Sulun’s mother had been beaming with joy ever since, thoroughly comfortable throughout her body.

If not for the fact that they were currently in the national mourning period, she would have loved to have people beat drums at her own residence gate for a full day and night.

“How about that? Wasn’t Mother right? Marrying that Song family’s second daughter is truly the most profitable transaction.”

Madam Qi smiled with exaggerated brows and eyes, the golden hairpin on her head deliberately worn and swaying wildly. One glance revealed this joy originated from deep within her heart.

“During the national mourning period, Mother wears gold and jade while beaming with joy—what kind of propriety is this?”

Qi Sulun’s lips were pressed tightly together, his anger making his cheeks taut.

But Madam Qi was unconcerned. “What about the national mourning? In any case, that Nanqing didn’t attack us. Moreover…”

Reaching up to adjust the hairpin on her head, Madam Qi said, “Moreover, our residence has a heaven-sent joyous occasion. How can we not be happy about it?”

“Marrying that Song family’s second daughter, you’ll be the emperor’s brother-in-law. Our Qi residence is about to ascend to the heavens!”

“What insane talk is Mother spouting?”

Qi Sulun clenched his teeth, veins bulging on his forehead. “Minister Song’s bones are not yet cold. Is Mother not afraid of chilling the hearts of patriotic men throughout the realm by speaking thus?”

“The people of the realm cannot hear what this inner chamber woman says. Why must my son worry and fear so?”

“Mother!”

“That Song family’s second daughter is absolutely not a good person.”

Qi Sulun said, “Before Minister Song went to Su River, he surely knew he would not return. With his nature, how could he not have properly arranged for the Song clan? As his legitimate wife and legitimate daughter, how could Minister Song not have left even half a word?”

“Yet those two still hastily finalized marriage arrangements when Minister Song went to Su River, looking as if they feared being implicated and damaging their reputations. What does this indicate?”

Madam Qi smiled. “It indicates that our Qi residence’s fortune has arrived!”

Qi Sulun let out a sharp rebuke upon hearing this. “It indicates that these two people are either so dull-witted they couldn’t understand Minister Song’s meaning, or they’re selfish and self-interested, fearing they themselves would be implicated by Minister Song.”

“If that Song family’s second daughter were clever and reasonable, she should have stopped her mother.”

“Mother, just watch—such a person will surely regret the hasty marriage arrangement and come seeking Mother to discuss canceling the engagement. If Lady Song comes seeking you, Mother should quickly push away this marriage.”

After finishing these sentences, Qi Sulun felt his vision darken and his ears ring.

All he wished for in life was to marry a clever and capable wife unlike his mother. Yet now fate had played tricks on him, truly arranging such a vexing marriage for him.

Qi Sulun clenched his teeth, thinking darkly that if he truly married this woman back, the Qi residence’s fate would surely be exhausted.

Chapter 236: Human Wishes
This marriage was not only dissatisfying to Qi Sulun.

Ever since Song Yao learned that Song Wan was to be enfeoffed as Empress, she had been like someone possessed by madness, constantly anxious and uncertain all day long.

The household was still in the mourning period, yet she had no mind to think about Song Lan’an. Instead, day and night, her heart felt as if it were being gnawed by ants. Jealousy and unwillingness tormented her, leaving her unable to eat or sleep, spending sleepless nights.

As for Madam Song, ever since learning of Song Lan’an’s death, she had been deeply dejected. The few times Song Yao sought her out, she appeared lost and absent-minded.

After several attempts, Song Yao could no longer bear it. With no other choice, she went to find Song Nian.

For Song Lan’an’s funeral, unmarried young ladies like them could not keep vigil in the front courtyard. Song Nian had been in her room copying sutras for transcendence. When Song Yao pushed the door open and entered, she merely lifted her head slightly before quickly continuing her writing.

“Upon seeing your elder sister, you don’t even speak?”

Sitting somewhat resentfully beside Song Nian, Song Yao said, “Are you still angry about what happened some days ago?”

Song Nian frowned slightly but did not stop writing.

“I admit I was rather harsh with you during that time, but it wasn’t my intention. You know how difficult things have been for your elder sister—I couldn’t help losing my temper.”

Reaching out to grasp Song Nian’s hand, Song Yao shook it in a coaxing manner. “Please don’t blame your elder sister anymore.”

With this shake, droplets of ink the size of beans fell onto the paper, spreading into a circle of stains. Song Nian stared blankly at that patch of black, finally unable to help but look at Song Yao and say, “Does Elder Sister know that we are currently in the period of national mourning, and also Father’s mourning period?”

“Father’s body is not yet cold. Whatever important matter Elder Sister has, can it not wait?”

Song Nian put down her brush, her eyes reddening. “Moreover, what difficulties does Elder Sister face? Why not tell your younger sister?”

Song Yao frowned. “What do you mean by that? Are you saying I’m not grieving over Father’s passing? It’s just that I haven’t displayed this sorrowful indignation on my face as you have.”

“Besides, when did you become so…”

When had she ever known Song Nian to be so filial to their father? On the day they received news of his death, she had cried like a tearful wraith, making her seem like a heartless and unrighteous person by comparison.

Song Yao choked up a few times. “Father has always favored the eldest two. Look—if not for Father’s partiality, how would I have fallen to such circumstances?”

“If Father hadn’t obstructed things, the one who should now be doing… it should have been me.”

“But now, it’s turned out wonderfully—forcing me, a legitimate daughter born of a prestigious family, to marry into a declining household. The difference between the two is like heaven and earth.”

She clutched her handkerchief, full of bitterness.

Song Nian opened her mouth. She had a thousand words she wished to say but could not utter a single one.

She had never known before that her Second Elder Sister was such a selfish and self-serving person. In the past, she had only thought Second Elder Sister was somewhat willful due to their mother’s doting. Who would have imagined that even when Father died trying to pave the way for her, all she cared about was the quality of her marriage match?

Song Nian lowered her head and murmured, “Wasn’t Second Elder Sister the one who agreed to the marriage proposal with the Qi family? If not for fear of Father being a burden, how could someone like Second Elder Sister, who has always aimed so high, have so hastily agreed to Mother’s suggestion and accepted?”

“Now that Father’s name has been cleared, does Second Elder Sister want to go back on her word?”

She looked up at Song Yao, enunciating each word: “The reputation of the Song clan that Father built with his flesh and blood—is Second Elder Sister planning to tarnish it before Father’s mourning period has even passed?”

“You came to find me today because you want me to help you persuade Mother to break off the engagement, isn’t that right?”

“Song Nian!”

Song Yao’s face turned white with anger.

“Second Elder Sister, please go back. Your younger sister cannot do this, and will not do it. I hope Second Elder Sister remembers that you are a daughter of the Song family, bearing the reputation of the Song clan. Crossing the river and demolishing the bridge, borrowing others’ influence in times of crisis, then turning cold and heartless once prosperous—these are not disgraceful acts that members of our Song family would commit.”

“Second Elder Sister, please leave.”

Song Nian gently folded the sutra stained with ink spots and set it aside, then started over from the beginning.

Song Yao’s cheeks flushed red with anger, and she could only leave in resentment.

These past few days, people coming to pay respects to Father had been arriving in an endless stream. She had heard from the household servants that common people outside had begun building temples for Father. The Song family’s reputation was illustrious—if she didn’t seize this opportunity while the world didn’t yet know about the engagement between the Song and Qi families to break off this marriage, it would be difficult to do so later.

Song Yao pressed her lips together and went in frustration to find Ming Xiang.

“Second Young Miss wants to see me?”

Ming Xiang wore plain white mourning clothes, with only the area around her eyes tinged red. She was busy receiving the female relatives from other households who had come to pay respects. Hearing that Song Yao was looking for her, she frowned and asked what the matter was.

“This servant also doesn’t know. Second Young Miss only said it was urgent.”

“I understand.”

Ming Xiang excused herself from several madams and turned to go to the rear courtyard of the Song residence.

Song Yao was standing under the corridor eaves, and before Ming Xiang arrived, her eyes were full of irritation.

She just couldn’t help being angry with Father.

Clearly Father knew everything, yet he simply wouldn’t tell her and Mother. If Father had told Mother all these things, how could Mother have arranged such an unsuitable match for her?

Her elder brother didn’t know what he was thinking either. He knew about everything, yet only watched her troubles coldly, never showing a trace of sibling affection.

Feeling both wronged and angry in her heart, Song Yao stood under the corridor eaves crying silently by herself.

When Ming Xiang saw her like this, her heart softened, and her previous impatience lessened somewhat.

“What matter did Yao’er seek me out for?”

Song Yao said with reddened eyes, “Sister-in-law, did you already know about Eldest Sister being enfeoffed as Empress?”

Ming Xiang’s brows furrowed, unsure of what Song Yao meant.

“If sister-in-law already knew, why didn’t you tell Yao’er? Why didn’t you stop Mother from hastily arranging Yao’er’s marriage with the Qi family? Does sister-in-law think that…”

Before Song Yao could finish her accusatory words, Ming Xiang interrupted her.

“Father was a civil official yet died in battle. As his children, we don’t expect to achieve much on his behalf, but his body is not yet cold, and all you have on your mind is those trivial matters concerning yourself…”

“Song Yao, is your mind still clear?”

Ming Xiang’s face was full of anger. She had never imagined that even at such a time, Song Yao was still fixated on her marriage.

Ming Xiang said, “I know what you mean, but as long as the Qi family doesn’t break off the engagement, the household will not take the initiative to cancel it.”

“After the mourning period, you can await your grand wedding procession.”

With that, Ming Xiang turned and left, no longer paying her any attention.

In the evening, Ming Xiang told Song Fu about this matter. Upon hearing it, Song Fu frowned and said, “Since she has already settled on this marriage, the household need only await her wedding. You need not worry yourself about other matters concerning her.”

“People value those who value themselves. Since she acts recklessly, she cannot blame others for looking down on her.”

“In the future, you need not trouble yourself over Madam Song and Song Yao. Leave everything to Nanny Song.”

Ming Xiang nodded, her heart feeling comforted.

After the couple finished their meal together, Song Fu went to the study to attend to business, while Ming Xiang wrote down household matters in a letter and had it delivered to Song Wan.

When Song Wan received the letter, it was already past the hour of Xu (7-9 PM). She was in Laiyi Pavilion grinding ink for Shen Qianyu while reading memorials aloud.

The two had maintained their past habits to this day. When there were difficult matters to handle, they would still discuss them together.

Ji Rong paid respects to both of them, then handed the letter to Song Wan. Song Wan opened it and quickly scanned through. After reading, she furrowed her brows slightly.

Chapter 237: Marriage
Shen Qianyu asked, “What is it?”

“It’s Song Yao.”

Song Wan casually handed Ming Xiang’s letter to Shen Qianyu. As he received it and began reading, when he saw that Madam Song had hastily arranged Song Yao’s marriage to the Qi family while Song Lan’an was still far away in Su River, his brows also furrowed tightly.

When he saw that she was now pondering the words “breaking off the engagement,” he was even more displeased.

“Absurd.”

Song Wan shook her head lightly. “Mother’s perspective is limited, and Song Yao has always been confined to the inner quarters. It’s ordinary for her to harbor such selfish thoughts.”

However, Shen Qianyu said, “Master Song’s mourning period hasn’t even passed, yet she’s already anxiously maneuvering and scheming up and down. It’s truly chilling.”

“She’s merely afraid that outsiders will learn of her engagement to the Qi household and wants to quickly rid herself of them. Wan’er is too kindhearted, making excuses about perspective for her. No matter how limited one’s perspective, no one conducts themselves this way during their father’s mourning period.”

Shen Qianyu knew of Song Yao and had no good impression of her. Now that she was mentioned, he had no kind words either.

Song Wan said, “The Qi family hasn’t produced anyone capable of upholding their household for many generations. This marriage will likely not be easily canceled.”

“If Song Yao insists on canceling it, it will certainly hurt the relationship between the two families.”

“You need not worry. After the national mourning, I’ll issue an edict bestowing this marriage upon the two of them, letting Song Yao marry into the Qi household with peace of mind. Why trouble yourself over her?”

That woman merely wanted an empty title—what did it matter if he gave it to her for the sake of Song Lan’an and the Song household?

Drawing the letter from Song Wan’s hand, Shen Qianyu casually set it aside. “Don’t bother with these useless matters.”

Taking Song Wan’s hand, Shen Qianyu began reading the memorials.

He had sustained many more injuries in the Battle of Su River. He simply never showed it ordinarily. Now, having sat for so long, Shen Qianyu felt his knees going numb, aching severely.

Not wishing to worry Song Wan, Shen Qianyu released her hand and gently rubbed his knees.

Seeing this, Song Wan retrieved a long strip of red velvet cloth from her vanity table and, bending slightly at the waist, patted Shen Qianyu’s leg.

“What are you doing?”

Song Wan smiled. “Does Your Highness think that just because you don’t speak of it, Wan’er can’t see your discomfort?”

Wrapping the red velvet cloth around Shen Qianyu’s knees, Song Wan spoke softly. “Inside this are medicines to soothe the muscles and promote circulation. There’s also an indigo blue one filled with coarse salt and cold-dispelling substances. If Your Highness’s knees normally ache, use this red one. If they’re uncomfortable on rainy days, use the indigo blue one.”

“Before using the one with coarse salt, have someone heat it up first.”

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan standing before him, her movements gentle and her expression tender, and inexplicably his ears turned red.

He didn’t know why, but even though the two of them had already become proper husband and wife, whenever Song Wan treated him tenderly, he couldn’t help feeling shy and excited in his heart.

Shen Qianyu grasped Song Wan’s hand. “I don’t want you to do these things.”

“Why not?”

Shen Qianyu said, “I can’t bear for you to be like this, even if it’s for me.”

The man’s neck was flushed red, his eyes overflowing with tender affection. His low, muttering appearance made Song Wan unable to help but laugh softly.

She sat beside Shen Qianyu, though her hands didn’t stop their movements, slowly and gently massaging his aching areas.

As Song Wan worked, she said with downcast eyes, “Didn’t Your Highness say you wanted to be an ordinary married couple with Wan’er? Wan’er feels that ordinary married couples are probably like this.”

“Ordinary married couples should have the husband doting on his wife more. I should dote on Wan’er more.”

Though he said this, Shen Qianyu was smiling so widely he couldn’t close his mouth.

Seeing him return to his usual foolish appearance, Song Wan smiled gently. “Husband and wife are one body, each fulfilling their duties. In this world, there’s no reason for only the husband to dote on the wife, nor for only the wife to dote on the husband.”

“In the long days ahead, we must support each other so as not to feel exhausted and weary.”

Shen Qianyu pressed his lips together, as if forcibly suppressing his smile to keep from losing composure. He gently raised his hand to touch Song Wan’s cheek. Even though the two of them were merely sitting quietly together, Shen Qianyu felt secure in his heart.

During the national mourning period, the two could not share a bed. After finishing his work, Shen Qianyu returned to the Crown Prince’s bedchamber accompanied by Ji Rong.

Wan Xiao was still lying on the reclining chair in the courtyard. Seeing Shen Qianyu enter, he was about to rise but was stopped by him.

“Rest.”

In the Battle of Su River, Wan Xiao had risked his life to protect him several times, which was why he could return to the capital in one piece. Shen Qianyu had thought his own injuries were severe, but never imagined that Wan Xiao, who seemed fine at Su River, would fall gravely ill upon returning to the capital.

“Do you feel any better?”

Wan Xiao said, “This subordinate is much better.”

Shen Qianyu told him to return to his room and rest properly. Ji Rong, however, approached his side and murmured, “The person you asked me to find—I found him.”

Wan Xiao was silent for a moment and didn’t respond.

“If you’ve changed your mind, I’ll just find him some comfortable position and send him away.”

“Why would I change my mind?”

Wan Xiao sat up and looked at Ji Rong with an indifferent expression. “What’s his character like? Does he have any bad habits or illnesses?”

“None.”

“What does he look like?”

“Tall and sturdy build, handsome features.”

Wan Xiao lowered his eyes. After a long while, he said, “I’ll meet him tomorrow.”

“As long as you’ve thought it through.”

With that, Ji Rong patted his shoulder and also turned to leave.

Early the next morning, Wan Xiao left the Eastern Palace to meet the man.

The man was indeed as Ji Rong had described. Apart from being somewhat taciturn, there was nothing else amiss. He casually asked a few probing questions. Seeing that the other party could recite family matters backward and forward and could recount three to five anecdotes from Jinshu’s childhood, he felt reassured.

When his family met with disaster, Jinshu had still been quite young and probably wouldn’t recognize him. Now that this man appeared, she likely wouldn’t become suspicious either.

Taking out a white jade pendant carved with a rabbit from his bosom, Wan Xiao held it in his palm and went to find Jinshu in the palace.

“Supervisor Wan.”

Two years had passed, and Jinshu had grown even more delicate and refined. In the past, the young girl had still had a somewhat naive manner in her speech and actions, but now she appeared much more composed. It seemed she had matured considerably during her two years in the palace.

Raising his hand, he tossed the round jade pendant out. Jinshu instinctively caught it in her hands.

Wan Xiao smiled and asked, “Do you recognize it?”

Holding the jade pendant in her hands and examining it repeatedly, before long Jinshu let out a soft gasp.

“Supervisor Wan, you found my husband?”

“Yes, I found him.”

Jinshu’s eyes reddened as she clutched the jade pendant and murmured, “Is he well?”

“Very well.”

“Why didn’t he come looking for me all these years?”

“He did search, but couldn’t find you.”

“What about his clan members?”

“They’ve all passed away.”

Jinshu wiped her tears. “Then he must have had a very difficult time these years. I still had Miss and Sister Luanjian by my side, but he had nothing at all.”

Wan Xiao lowered his eyes and chuckled softly. “He had some brothers and friends. Though he suffered some hardships, what man hasn’t gone through such things?”

“As long as he still has his life, that’s already very good.”

For some reason, after Wan Xiao said these words, they inexplicably touched Jinshu’s heart. The tears she had been holding back for so long could no longer be contained and suddenly fell.

“Then has he taken a wife and started a family?”

Wan Xiao smiled gently. “No, he’s been waiting for you.”

The young girl raised her hand to wipe away her tears and slowly broke into a radiant smile. “Then where is he now? I want to see him.”

“If he’s still willing to marry me, after the national mourning ends, I’ll leave the palace to marry him.”

Chapter 238: Husband
Wan Xiao looked up, gazing quietly at Jinshu. After a long while, he said in a light voice, “He will be willing.”

Jinshu blushed and smiled sweetly.

“Thank you, Supervisor Wan.”

The young girl curtsied and, as she turned to leave, her face was full of longing and joy for the future.

When she returned to Laiyi Pavilion, the happiness on Jinshu’s face had not yet faded. Song Wan was sitting on the couch conversing with Heng Zhi and Heng Wu. The three saw her walk in with her eyes narrowed in a beaming smile.

“Little Jinshu, what has you smiling so happily?”

Heng Wu stood beside Song Wan and teased her upon seeing this.

“Chenghui, Sister Heng Wu…”

Her face flushed with shyness, Jinshu walked before the group. “This servant has found her husband.”

“Oh?”

Heng Zhi exclaimed in delighted surprise, and even Song Wan’s eyes were tinged with hints of joy.

“Good Jinshu, tell us—how did you find him?”

“It was Supervisor Wan who helped this servant find him.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled. “If the Dong Chang helped you find him, then there will certainly be no mistake. Now I can feel at ease letting you leave the palace.”

She raised her hand to beckon Jinshu to her side and said gently, “Did Supervisor Wan say when he would take you to see him?”

“He did. The day after tomorrow, this servant can go find him. Supervisor Wan arranged a livelihood for him. This servant thought it wouldn’t be good to trouble Supervisor Wan at every turn, so I chose a day that was convenient for him.”

Song Wan nodded. “That day, I’ll have Heng Zhi accompany you.”

“Heng Zhi acts steadily, and it can also let him know that you are valued by the palace mistress. Secondly, Heng Zhi’s eye for people won’t be wrong—let her help you assess the situation.”

Although the man was Jinshu’s betrothed from childhood, the two hadn’t seen each other in so many years. Who knew what kind of temperament he had developed? If his character wasn’t good, she would need to think of another way.

Jinshu also understood Song Wan’s good intentions and shyly agreed.

“I’ll go find the sisters in the palace sewing bureau and ask them to help make you a new set of clothes—something plain but also attractive.”

Heng Wu took Jinshu’s hand, and after the two paid respects to Song Wan, they left together.

Heng Zhi watched the two with a gentle smile on her face. Song Wan said, “Speaking of which, your and Heng Wu’s marriage should also be put on the agenda.”

The two had reached the appropriate age. Song Wan had no intention of letting Heng Zhi and Heng Wu waste their good youth. If the two had someone they admired, she would be very willing to help fulfill their wishes.

However, Heng Zhi quickly shook her head. “This servant doesn’t want to go anywhere. I only want to stay in the palace and accompany Miss.”

After six years of widowhood at the Chengyang Marquis Estate, not only had it tempered Song Wan’s character, it had also made Heng Zhi fear those kinds of deep mansion compounds to her very bones. Even though she wouldn’t marry into a prominent noble household like her Miss, the experiences at the Chengyang Marquis Estate had truly made her sick of it all.

She and Song Wan were as close as sisters, so naturally there was nothing she needed to hide. Seeing that her Miss brought up this matter today, she wanted to speak some heartfelt words with Song Wan.

“This servant knows that Miss is thinking of this servant, but this servant truly doesn’t want to leave the palace.”

Heng Zhi curved her lips into a slight smile. “His Highness treats Miss with deep affection. Following Miss, this servant’s status has also risen. The rear palace is also peaceful and quiet. Such a wealthy and leisurely life—even if this servant were to live it for a lifetime, this servant would be willing.”

Hearing this, Song Wan grasped Heng Zhi’s hand, feeling she had somehow wronged her.

But she also knew that Heng Zhi had always been someone who preferred quiet, and with no scheming conflicts in Shen Qianyu’s harem, it was indeed a leisurely place.

“If in the future you wish to leave the palace to see other scenery, remember to tell me.”

Heng Zhi nodded and readily agreed.

Just as the two were conversing, a young eunuch entered the room to report that Old Madam of the Chengyang Marquis Estate had passed away today, asking whether Song Wan wished to bestow any items.

Upon hearing this, Song Wan was first somewhat stunned, then had them handle it according to the palace’s usual old protocols.

Hearing this news, Heng Zhi’s eyes also carried some disbelief.

“When this servant and Miss first went to the Chengyang Marquis Estate all those years ago, Madam was still…”

Song Wan raised her head, also recalling some past events.

At that time, Old Madam was still alive. Although Jiang’s mother paid no attention to anything in the household, she had treated her fairly well.

In those first few days after entering the Chengyang Marquis Estate, Jiang’s mother would send people to Longxiang Studio daily to ask if she lacked anything. At that time, having just left the Song household, her heart had been full of unease and fear. Jiang’s mother had sent her personal senior maid Yun Que to her quarters.

Until Jiang Xingjian returned to the estate, both Old Madam and Jiang’s mother had treated her very generously.

Having lost her mother at a young age, she had once thought that if Mother were alive, perhaps she would have treated her just as Jiang’s mother did.

Song Wan had once genuinely treated Jiang’s mother as a beloved elder. Now hearing that she had passed, her heart couldn’t help but feel somewhat melancholy.

“Madam has finally fulfilled all her wishes.”

Heng Zhi looked at Song Wan and murmured.

Some time ago, Lin Jiayue had given birth to a grandson for the marquis estate. Although Jiang Man and Jiang Xingjian were both gone, the fifth generation of the Chengyang Marquis Estate had been bestowed a noble title immediately upon birth. Having seen her grandson and knowing that the century-old foundation of the marquis estate had not been destroyed, for Jiang’s mother this was perhaps enough for her to rest in peace.

“This servant heard that Lady Lin manages the marquis estate very well. Though more than half the household servants have been dismissed, many burdens have also been removed. Protecting the young marquis to grow up safely should not be a problem now.”

Song Wan nodded. “Her temperament is carefree and innocent. The child she raises will certainly not lose his childlike heart.”

Heng Zhi also nodded. Master and servant looked at each other and smiled. All the confusion and unwillingness of the past completely dissipated.

Two days later was the time for Jinshu to meet her husband. Song Wan gave her the palace exit token early in the morning, while Heng Wu pulled her along to help her dress and arrange her hair.

“Your face is round. I’ll help you arrange your hair in a high bun—that way you’ll look more charming.”

“Though these clothes are plain, I had the female official in the sewing bureau take in the waist for you. Wearing them will show off your graceful figure even more.”

Drawing out a crabapple hairpin from her own makeup box, Heng Wu carefully placed it in Jinshu’s hair.

“Dressed like this, you’re neither vulgar nor lacking in girlish charm. Your husband will surely like it.”

Looking at herself in the bronze mirror, more beautiful than she had ever been, Jinshu couldn’t help but press her lips together, revealing a smile full of shy delight.

When her father was alive, he had been single-mindedly trying to find her husband’s family. Now that only one person remained of her husband’s entire clan, she would inherit Father’s legacy and take good care of him, to honor the childhood bond between their families.

Hanging the engagement tokens of both families on her collar, Jinshu straightened the small rabbit carved from white jade and smiled with pressed lips.

“Sister Heng Zhi, I’m ready. Let’s go.”

After seeing the two off from outside Laiyi Pavilion, Heng Wu watched Jinshu’s retreating figure, her nose tip inevitably reddening.

“Miss, do you think that once Jinshu leaves the palace, it will be difficult to see her again in the future?”

Song Wan softly acknowledged this, but suddenly thought of Song Yuning.

Aunt had been busy these past few days with matters concerning going to Nanqing. She had repeatedly proposed going to Changxin Palace to help, but had been refused by Aunt each time. She knew that Aunt was afraid that seeing her would make her heart reluctant to part, which would not only cause heartache but also delay important matters.

Song Wan raised her head to look at Jinshu and suddenly, like Heng Wu, her eyes grew moist.

Once through these palace gates, with mountains high and roads far, it would not be easy to meet again in the future.

The two continued watching Jinshu’s retreating figure until it disappeared from view before reluctantly returning to Laiyi Pavilion.

Jinshu stood before the palace gates, clutching the token Song Wan had given her, and suddenly stopped.

“What’s wrong?”

Heng Zhi inquired softly, but Jinshu shook her head in a daze.

She didn’t know why, but at this moment she suddenly thought of Wan Xiao.

Looking around and not finding that person’s figure, Jinshu murmured, “Supervisor Wan didn’t come today?”



Chapter 239: Regrettable Matter
“Supervisor Wan is busy with affairs and probably won’t come. Do you need something?”

The token in her hand carried a faint warmth. Jinshu gently shook her head. “I don’t know why I suddenly thought of him, so I just asked.”

Heng Zhi thought she was feeling timid about meeting an old acquaintance, so she stroked her hair and comforted her gently.

Unable to say why, Jinshu looked at those palace gates and suddenly felt somewhat hesitant. It wasn’t until Heng Zhi had comforted her for a long while that she nodded in a daze and left the palace together with Heng Zhi.

Jinshu had arranged to meet the man at Cuiwei Tower. When she arrived with Heng Zhi and several young eunuchs from the palace, a tall man was already seated in the room.

Looking at his back, Jinshu only felt he was completely unfamiliar.

“Are you Uncle Li’s son?”

The man turned around, revealing a fairly handsome face.

Jinshu’s face flushed red as she took a step backward.

She had no impression of the husband she had been betrothed to since childhood. Her only two memories were that when she was young, she was often held in his arms while he coaxed her with gentle, soft words.

In her memory, he had indeed been much taller and much sturdier than her.

“Taoqian.”

The man spoke in a low voice. Upon hearing this, Jinshu suddenly shed a string of tears.

“Sister Heng Zhi, he is the husband I was betrothed to since childhood.”

Since Father’s passing, no one had called her by that name. Now she herself had almost forgotten that she wasn’t originally called Jinshu, but rather that she was the daughter of the Zhang family on Wangchun Street in Baoding Prefecture.

She had been wealthy since childhood. Father and Uncle Li next door had both been affluent households in Baoding Prefecture.

Back then, something had happened—who knew what. According to Father, Uncle Li’s entire family had been arrested and imprisoned overnight. From then on, all the clan members had vanished as if evaporated from the world, leaving no trace.

Jinshu wiped her tears, unable to stop crying. “What happened to your family back then? My father searched for you all for so long but couldn’t find even a single word.”

The man smiled faintly. “The family met with disaster back then. I don’t know the specifics either.”

Jinshu nodded, understanding that perhaps he had been too young then to know, or perhaps he was unwilling to bring up past sorrows again.

Heng Zhi scrutinized the man. Seeing that his eyes were clear and upright and that he wasn’t someone with crooked intentions, she lowered her guard and let him converse with Jinshu.

Jinshu asked a few questions about the names of family members and matters she remembered from back then. The man answered everything fluently. Not only that, he even knew some things that Jinshu herself didn’t know.

After the man had recounted everything from the past vividly and in great detail, Jinshu had to admit that he was indeed the fiancé she had been searching for all this time.

Having confirmed this person’s identity, Jinshu had no more words.

It was only because, although she knew this man was her husband, she just couldn’t feel any sense of closeness to him.

“You’ve now reached the age. Are you still willing to marry me?”

“I…”

“Of course I’m willing.”

Her father had searched for this person for so long, and she too had searched for him for so long—how could she not be willing to marry him?

Jinshu raised her head to look at the man and smiled timidly.

“If you’re willing, I’ll return home today to prepare the betrothal gifts. After the national mourning passes, I’ll marry you as my wife. Is there anything you desire?”

“Nothing.”

After thinking, Jinshu added, “Now that both the Zhang and Li families have no elders, if I’m to marry I still need my master’s consent. Can you wait for me a while? Once I’ve properly settled my duties in the palace, I’ll beseech my master for this grace.”

The man nodded and agreed with a gentle smile.

In just a moment, the marriage was settled. Jinshu exchanged a few more pleasantries with him, then turned and followed Heng Zhi back to the palace.

In the carriage, Heng Zhi saw her expression was melancholy and couldn’t help but worry. “Do you have some concern?”

Jinshu shook her head but clutched the hem of her garment without speaking.

She didn’t know why, but she just couldn’t find that sense of familiarity from childhood in this man.

He was fine in every way, but Jinshu just felt somewhat… awkward.

Nervously wiping the sweat from her hands, Jinshu looked at Heng Zhi and stammered, “I heard that before women marry, they’re all afraid. I can’t really explain it, but I just feel uneasy in my heart, anxious.”

Placing her hand over her heart, Jinshu pressed her lips together, her eyes full of confusion.

“Sister Heng Zhi, logically I searched for him for so long, so why would I still be afraid when I meet this person? Why would I still be uneasy?”

“Perhaps it’s like the feeling of timidity when nearing home.”

Heng Zhi held Jinshu’s hand and said softly, “Although he is the husband you were betrothed to since childhood, you two haven’t seen each other in a long time after all. It’s ordinary to feel somewhat distant.”

“Perhaps it’s ordinary.”

Jinshu slowly formed a smile. “Then I’ll wait until after the national mourning to marry him and fulfill my father’s wish.”

“Good Jinshu, live your life well in the future. Miss will always look after you.”

“Yes.”

Jinshu nodded heavily, and her suspended heart slowly settled.

When the two returned to the palace, Wan Xiao was leaning against a corridor pillar in the Eastern Palace, seemingly calculating something.

Ji Rong walked to his side and said softly, “Jinshu met with that person.”

“Was anything exposed?”

“Probably not.”

Wan Xiao chuckled softly. “Then that’s good.”

Knowing that after Jinshu returned to the palace that day, she had begun preparing items for the wedding, Wan Xiao thought it over and found half a box of extremely fine-quality pearls to send to her.

Jinshu was very surprised when she received them, because the items were truly valuable—more than she could accept.

“Miss, why would Supervisor Wan send this servant such a valuable and grand gift?”

Holding this thing in her hands, she always felt it was a hot potato.

She sought people out to return it to Wan Xiao, but was turned away several times.

“This servant truly cannot accept it. These things… please, Miss, help this servant keep them.”

When Song Wan saw that half box of pearls, she also felt it was very unusual. Wan Xiao appeared to be easygoing and sociable, but in reality his bones carried a sense of indifference. She also couldn’t understand why Wan Xiao would suddenly send Jinshu such a valuable item.

After thinking, Song Wan said, “Keep them for now. Let me go ask His Highness. If it’s improper, I’ll go find Supervisor Wan.”

Jinshu nodded, looking at Song Wan with gratitude.

After court, Shen Qianyu returned to Laiyi Pavilion.

Song Wan helped him change into casual clothes before telling him about how Wan Xiao had sent Jinshu a box of pearls during the day.

“Wan Xiao handles matters smoothly and capably. He doesn’t seem like someone who would do something so lacking in propriety. Why would he suddenly decide to send Jinshu pearls?”

Pouring tea for Shen Qianyu, Song Wan took the Emperor’s private seal from his hands and carefully set it aside.

The two prepared to dine while conversing casually.

Hearing Song Wan’s words, Shen Qianyu hesitated for a moment, unsure how to tell her.

“There are truly inside circumstances?”

Shen Qianyu nodded. “There are indeed inside circumstances.”

Seeing Song Wan’s brows furrow slightly as she pondered something, he sighed softly. “Wan Xiao also comes from Baoding Prefecture.”

With these words spoken, and recalling Wan Xiao’s reaction when he first met Jinshu, Song Wan instantly guessed the true meaning within.

She was slightly surprised. “So the man Jinshu met some days ago is not her husband?”
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Shen Qianyu nodded, his eyes filled with helplessness.

He too was a man, so naturally he could understand Wan Xiao’s approach. If he were Wan Xiao, he would make the same choice.

However, Song Wan shook her head, not agreeing with how Wan Xiao handled this matter.

“Jinshu’s family paid a great price searching for Wan Xiao. Doing it this way seems insincere, and for Jinshu it’s also very frivolous.”

“Though I know he means well, what will Jinshu do if she learns the truth in the future?”

“Jinshu won’t find out.”

Shen Qianyu said, “Though I’ve never discussed the inside circumstances with Wan Xiao in detail, I know his character. Precisely because Jinshu’s family sacrificed so much for him, he made this choice. This is already the best outcome.”

“The two separated when they were young—to say they have much affection would be an exaggeration. Moreover, when Wan Xiao’s clan met with disaster, Jinshu was still a mud-playing child who couldn’t even speak clearly. What could she understand?”

“What Jinshu seeks is not Wan Xiao, but the husband she was betrothed to since childhood.”

“As long as her husband respects her for a lifetime and cherishes her for a lifetime, for Jinshu that is enough.”

“Then what about Wan Xiao? And what if that man doesn’t treat Jinshu well?”

“Wan Xiao…”

Shen Qianyu smiled bitterly and didn’t speak.

Wan Xiao’s character was most similar to his own. If not for this, the two of them wouldn’t have supported each other until now. But precisely because they were alike, Shen Qianyu could very much understand Wan Xiao’s thoughts and actions.

“Wan Xiao is not important—what’s important is Jinshu.”

Jinshu’s family had sacrificed too much searching for Wan Xiao. How could he delay her entire life as well?

If he were in Wan Xiao’s position, he too would let Song Wan go, even if it meant protecting her smoothly from the shadows, even if she never knew.

Just like… Jiang Yan.

Shen Qianyu raised his hand to gently stroke Song Wan’s hair, his heart peaceful and tender.

They were grown men. As long as the person they cherished in their hearts lived happily, they were happy. Everything else didn’t matter.

“That man will treat Jinshu well. If he treats her well, Wan Xiao can ensure him a lifetime of high office and generous salary, without worry for food or clothing. If he doesn’t treat her well, his head will be the price.”

“So he will treat Jinshu well.”

Song Wan grasped Shen Qianyu’s hand and shook her head lightly. “Wan Xiao cannot make decisions for Jinshu, regardless of the purpose.”

“This matter should be left for Jinshu herself to choose. If she knew, she might not necessarily not choose Wan Xiao…”

“Not ‘might not’—she definitely would.”

Shen Qianyu chuckled softly. “I’ve always felt that Jinshu’s strength to lift water vats was traded for her simple heart. Jinshu’s family is the same.”

“Such people, such families are too precious and too admirable.”

“Wan Xiao knows that Jinshu would choose the most difficult path without hesitation, which is precisely why he’s going to such great lengths to personally create a smooth road for her.”

“Not knowing anything, Jinshu will be happier instead.”

Shen Qianyu drew her into his embrace and spoke warmly. “You need not worry about the two of them. Wan Xiao is not an impulsive and ignorant child. He will arrange everything properly.”

With Wan Xiao and Song Wan protecting her, who would dare bully Jinshu?

Song Wan nodded lightly and didn’t bring up this matter with Shen Qianyu again.

The next day when she saw Jinshu, the young girl was fiddling with a sachet Heng Wu had given her.

The sachet was sewn with some insect-repelling medicines that could ward off mosquitoes and was very effective. Jinshu was playing with it in her hands and sniffing it lightly when Song Wan saw this and walked before her with a gentle smile.

“Does Jinshu like it?”

“Yes.”

The young girl’s face was flushed with shyness as she said softly, “This servant wanted to ask Sister Heng Wu what was placed inside. If it’s convenient, this servant would like to make one for my future husband as well.”

“The formula inside was given by me to Heng Wu. I’ll write you a copy.”

Song Wan smiled as she pulled Jinshu into the room. She then took out brush and ink, and as she was writing, she asked in a seemingly casual manner, “That day when you went to meet your husband, what did you think?”

Jinshu blushed and smiled shyly with pressed lips. “At first I felt somewhat awkward—perhaps because we hadn’t seen each other in so long. But thinking about it now, it should be very good.”

Song Wan’s hand paused slightly as she smiled faintly.

After thinking, Song Wan added, “There’s something I’m uncertain about and wanted to ask your opinion.”

Jinshu’s eyes widened. “This servant’s mind is simple—I’m afraid I cannot help ease Master’s worries.”

“It’s fine.”

Putting down the brush, Song Wan said, “If you discovered someone was deceiving you, what would you do?”

“Why would they deceive this servant?”

“Probably to keep you from being sad, and also to let you live a better life.”

Jinshu was puzzled. “Why would they need to deceive this servant for my own good? Can’t they speak plainly?”

“If they spoke plainly, it would likely make both you and them very sad.”

“Ah…”

Song Wan handed the formula to Jinshu. Seeing Jinshu carefully fold it and place it in her sleeve, Song Wan asked, “If it were like this, what would you do?”

“Miss, this servant doesn’t understand.”

Jinshu smiled bashfully. “This servant also doesn’t know what to do, but this servant feels that if someone deceived this servant for my own good, then that person is a good person. This servant doesn’t want to make a good person sad, so if they deceived me, then so be it.”

“If they’re doing it for my good, this servant also wants to do good for them.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled gently and grasped Jinshu’s hand, saying softly, “Good Jinshu.”

“Laiyi Pavilion has all the items on this formula. Go find Heng Zhi and she’ll help you prepare them.”

“Thank you, Miss.”

Smiling as she curtsied to Song Wan, Jinshu walked out with joy filling her eyes.

Song Wan, however, sat in the room and let out a long sigh.

In truth, what Wan Xiao did wasn’t wrong either.

If the truth from back then were truly revealed, aside from making Jinshu sad, it would perhaps also embarrass Wan Xiao.

And if that man could truly protect Jinshu under his wing for a lifetime, then there would be no talk of deception.

Moreover, her earlier words that Wan Xiao shouldn’t make decisions for Jinshu were true—she also shouldn’t interfere in matters between those two.

Collecting her thoughts, Song Wan went with Heng Zhi to Changxin Palace.

In Changxin Palace, Song Yuning was lying on the couch taking a brief rest.

She had become increasingly lethargic recently, and her body had become much more delicate than before. Occasionally eating even a bite or two of food that was difficult to digest would cause unbearable abdominal pain. In severe cases, she would even vomit blood streaks.

These past few days, Caijie and Changping had been very worried. Afraid of delaying Qianbai and worried about Song Wan, she had forced herself to endure without seeking the imperial physicians.

When Song Wan entered, she saw Song Yuning’s complexion was ashen and defeated, looking very uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong with Aunt? Are you uncomfortable somewhere?”

Song Yuning waved her hand. “I’ve been busy these past days and haven’t eaten or slept well—naturally I’ve become quite haggard, haven’t I?”

She smiled faintly. “Women, no matter when, must maintain their blood and qi. Eating and sleeping cannot be delayed even slightly.”

“Why must Aunt be so urgent? In any case, you should only depart after everything is properly prepared.”

“I’m not anxious, but Nanqing is urgent. I can’t very well hold Qianbai back.”

Song Yuning sat up and touched Song Wan’s cheek. “Tomorrow I’ll have Song Fu and Ming Xiang enter the palace. Let’s all have a meal together as a family, shall we? Aunt wants to see you all. After seeing you, I can set my heart at ease going to Nanqing.”

“So that Aunt won’t always be thinking of you.”
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Song Wan nodded, though her heart felt somewhat bitter.

After leaving Changxin Palace, she had someone send word to Ming Xiang. Although it was called a family banquet, it still meant entering the palace—they absolutely could not be negligent. Upon receiving the news, Ming Xiang immediately sought out the estate’s embroidery workshop to prepare clothing through the night, along with everything else needed for the palace visit.

The inner quarters of the Song estate bustled with activity. Watching this, Song Yao felt extremely uncomfortable.

“Father favors the two eldest, and Concubine Yun also favors those two. Why is it that only those two are summoned to enter the palace? Are Nian’er, Lan’er, Song Ni, Song Zhao, and I not human beings?”

“Even if that person in the palace looks down on the second and third branches, she shouldn’t bypass us siblings.”

Crumpling the handkerchief in her hand into a wrinkled ball, Song Yao ground her teeth hatefully.

“If outsiders learn of this, how will they view us siblings? Isn’t this plainly announcing to the whole world that she looks down on us?”

“Miss, please be careful with your words.”

The maid beside Song Yao hastily gestured, but this only made Song Yao even angrier.

“All of you are useless.”

Her mother was still prostrating herself in her room day after day, crying and weeping—who knows what she was doing. When Father was here, Mother had straightened her spine and quarreled with him, stubbornly refusing to let her wait for Father’s return before arranging her marriage.

But then Mother, turning around, disobeyed Father’s words and agreed to the Qi family.

Now that Father was gone, when it should be time for her to harden herself and take charge of the household, she only knew how to cry and weep, completely useless.

Neither she nor Song Nian’s dowries had been extracted from the family, her marriage had not been called off, yet Mother had shrunk back and refused to see anyone—what was this supposed to be?

Thinking of how Madam Qi came calling every few days, loudly proclaiming the marriage between the Song estate and the Qi family, her hatred made her want to grind her teeth to dust.

“Has that old thing come again recently?”

“Miss.”

Song Yao’s maid blanched: “Miss, please be careful with your words.”

“Madam Qi is your future mother-in-law. How can you say such things? If word gets out, do you still want your reputation or not?”

“Reputation? I’m about to marry into the Qi family—what do I need a reputation for?”

Seeing Song Yao’s temperament growing increasingly twisted, the maid dared not speak further, afraid her young miss would make another scene. She could only keep her mouth tightly shut, not daring to utter a word.

Seeing her silence, the resentment in Song Yao’s heart dissipated somewhat.

But the suffocation in her chest could not be completely relieved. She could only go seek out Song Nian again.

When she arrived at Song Nian’s room, a large wooden box sat before Song Nian. She gazed down at it for a long while without moving to open it. Only when she saw Song Yao enter did she have Yin Su move it aside.

“What good thing requires hiding from your own elder sister?”

Song Nian didn’t answer her question, instead asking: “What brings elder sister here today?”

Somehow, now whenever Song Nian opened her mouth, Song Yao felt extremely displeased.

“You tell me what that thing is first. Why do you have it but I don’t? Could it be that tomorrow’s palace banquet, Concubine Yun summoned you to go but deliberately left me and Mother behind?”

“It’s not from the palace—the Ming family sent it.”

Song Nian’s face flushed slightly red, her eyes showing some shyness.

The two families had arranged the engagement and exchanged compatibility cards. Naturally she knew Ming Shiqi’s birthday. A few days ago, she had asked Ming Xiang to send him a birthday gift. Now Ming Shiqi was merely returning the courtesy.

But she was unwilling to tell Song Yao these things. Speaking of them would only add unnecessary trouble.

“The Ming family sent it? It’s neither New Year nor a festival—why would they send you something? Take it out and let me see. I want to know what items there are.”

After speaking, she sat down beside Song Nian, waiting for Yin Su to bring the thing back.

Yin Su looked at Song Nian. Only after seeing her nod did she move.

“Open it so I can see.”

Song Yao urged Song Nian. Song Nian lowered her eyes and opened the wooden box.

On top lay a reply letter from Ming Shiqi. The handwriting was neat and proper—one could tell at a glance that the writer had a steady temperament and was reliable.

Song Nian glanced over it and nodded to herself with satisfaction.

Below the letter were three brocade boxes—one large and two small. The large one contained a gem-inlaid silver mirror that young ladies all loved these days. Of the remaining two, one box held butterfly velvet hairpins, and one held a white jade comb.

Song Nian looked at them with a faint smile, her ears turning red.

The Ming family had many daughters—he must have asked his sisters what young ladies currently liked before sending these things. That butterfly velvet hairpin should be because he feared she wouldn’t like just the silver mirror, so he added something more conventional. And that white jade comb…

Song Nian closed the brocade box, feeling shy inside.

White jade combs carried the meaning of growing old together. That Ming Shiqi was treating her as a proper legitimate wife.

When the Song estate and Qi estate hastily arranged the marriage while Father went to Su River, no one knew at first. But these past few days, with Madam Qi’s loud proclamations, it had become known to all. Madam Song was also often secretly mocked for being vulgar.

She had deliberately tested the waters by sending something before Ming Shiqi’s birthday, wanting to probe his intentions.

Now it seemed Ming Shiqi had no intention of looking down on her.

Carefully putting the things away, Song Nian placed her future husband’s letter to the side.

Song Yao looked at those items and let out a mocking laugh.

“Just common items from the street. Yet you treasure them so.”

“I wonder if that velvet hairpin is even worth two taels of silver…”

Song Nian was in a good mood and unwilling to quibble with her. After sitting down, she remained silent, listening to Song Yao prattle on about this and that.

“Are you listening to me speak?”

“I’m listening.”

“Then why don’t you say anything?”

“I don’t know what I should say.”

Song Yao laughed coldly. She found Song Nian’s attitude—acting as if she would put the Ming family first in everything before even marrying into it—truly despicable. Too lazy to bother with matters between her and Ming Shiqi, Song Yao went back to complaining about how Concubine Yun was holding a banquet but hadn’t invited her and her mother.

“Don’t you feel wronged and indignant?”

“I don’t.”

Song Nian lowered her head, fiddling with the handkerchief in her hands, stubbornly refusing to engage with Song Yao’s words.

She didn’t feel there was anything improper about Concubine Yun not inviting her mother and the three of them into the palace.

After eldest sister severed ties with the Marquis of Chengyang, she and Mother clashed several times. The grudge between them was not small. In earlier years, Concubine Yun still showed them some courtesy for appearances’ sake, but her attitude of being unwilling to maintain even this superficial sentiment was not a matter of just one or two days.

Now that eldest sister was about to become Empress, and Concubine Yun was going to Nanqing, she was even less inclined to bother with them.

Especially after what Mother had done since Father went to Su River—forget Concubine Yun, even she herself couldn’t bear to watch.

Song Nian raised her head and said coolly to Song Yao: “Elder sister, people are valued by others only when they value themselves. Right now, elder sister has not yet married into the Qi estate. Everything can still be salvaged. Please don’t do anything excessive again.”

“Eldest sister will become Empress. Elder brother will have high office and generous salary in the future. As long as you and I remain quiet, wherever we go we’ll only be respected and revered. If we cause such a commotion that eldest sister loses even her last shred of sentiment, then our good days will truly be over.”

“You are my elder sister after all—when one prospers, all prosper. I don’t want you to make mistakes and regret it for life.”

“How am I making mistakes?”

“Second elder sister, I’m tired. Little sister has said all she can. Please take care of yourself.”

“Song Nian! How have you become like this? Could it be that seeing Song Wan grab the Empress position, you think it’s such a remarkable achievement that you can’t wait to kneel before her and wag your tail begging for favor?”

“If it weren’t for Father’s favoritism, the one who should be sitting in that position would be me!”

Song Nian frowned slightly: “Could second elder sister still not see even now that from the very beginning, the position of Crown Princess and Empress was prepared for eldest sister? From start to finish, from the very beginning, there was never anything to do with second elder sister.”
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“What do you mean by that?”

Song Yao’s face darkened, turning ashen as she stared at Song Nian.

After all, they were sisters from the same mother. Song Nian didn’t want her to remain immersed in unrealistic fantasies, nor to harbor resentment toward their father and mother because of these matters. After thinking it over, Song Nian said: “Just look at those women in the Eastern Palace, and you’ll understand.”

Song Yao was not a fool. She simply refused to believe she had never had a chance at becoming Empress. Now, with Song Nian’s prompting, she quickly understood the inner truth of the matter.

Her face pale, she said: “You mean eldest sister had an arrangement with the Crown Prince while still unmarried? That’s why the Crown Prince went to such great lengths to pave the way for her?”

“Perhaps eldest sister was already entangled with the Crown Prince back at the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate. That’s why she was so desperate to sever ties with the Marquis of Chengyang, even willing to die for it.”

The more she spoke, the heavier the hatred and unwillingness grew in Song Yao’s eyes. Song Nian lowered her gaze, secretly sighing that this second elder sister of hers was truly beyond saving.

“Does thinking this way make second elder sister feel more comfortable inside?”

“By placing these filthy and sordid labels on eldest sister, does it ease your heart?”

“Second elder sister defames eldest sister’s pure reputation and sullies her honor, all just to deceive yourself into thinking eldest sister is less noble than you, less pure than you. But second elder sister, you and I are both daughters of the Song family. Have you considered how the world will view the Song family after hearing such words?”

Previously, Song Nian had been unwilling to tell Song Yao about this matter precisely because she feared she would recklessly shout all sorts of nonsense.

Given the Crown Prince’s attitude toward eldest sister and the Song family’s current status, eldest sister wouldn’t suffer the slightest impact, but the two of them would have no good life left.

“Second elder sister clearly knows eldest sister would never do such things, yet you insist on saying so, insist on proving to the world that you have something superior to her.”

“Even if it means using such petty methods.”

Song Yao glared at Song Nian with resentment but couldn’t say a single word.

“If the two of them didn’t have an arrangement from the start, why would the Crown Prince choose eldest sister so early?”

Song Nian said: “Naturally because of Father and elder brother.”

“Everyone knows that when the Crown Prince first appeared in the capital, he already had connections with our Song estate. I imagine that before the Crown Prince returned to the capital, he made some kind of deal with elder brother. At that time, eldest sister had just left the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate. Father likely conceived the idea of sending eldest sister into the Eastern Palace right then and there.”

“Why? Why would Father rather choose someone who had been cast aside than choose you or me?”

Song Nian looked at Song Yao and said coolly: “The very fact that second elder sister is still asking ‘why’ even now is precisely why Father would never choose you to enter the palace.”

Song Yao was short-sighted, and the Crown Prince was more than ten years older than her. Apart from Song Wan, the Song family had no other suitable women.

“Eldest sister is intelligent. Once in the palace, she could quickly win the emperor’s heart. It was precisely seeing this that Father dared to go to Su River.”

“Eldest sister and elder brother are from the same mother and have always been close. Father once advocated for the Fifth Prince on behalf of the clan, fearing it would cause the Crown Prince to suspect the Song estate. That’s why Father had to step back and yield his position to elder brother.”

“Within ten years, elder brother will surely be among the first rank in court, and the Song family will ascend to even greater heights. All of this was calculated and foreseen by Father long ago.”

“So please, second elder sister, don’t speak such ridiculous words anymore.”

Song Nian was truly afraid.

No matter how Song Yao carried on at home, even if she spoke nonsense, it didn’t matter—the household managed servants strictly and no one would spread rumors outside. But she was truly afraid that Song Yao would become deranged and genuinely believe that the position of mother of the nation had been within her grasp.

If this became her inner demon and she continued spouting such things after going to the Qi family in the future, it would truly be the death of her.

“Elder sister, please think carefully about these matters.”

She had wanted to have Yin Su see the guest out, but seeing Song Yao standing there in a daze, Song Nian thought better of it. Taking Yin Su with her, she left the room and strolled through the estate’s garden.

She didn’t know whether Song Yao had figured it out. By the time Song Nian returned to her room, she was already gone.

As she took out Ming Shiqi’s letter, Song Nian let out a long sigh.

She very much hoped Song Yao could use this to settle her heart and properly become a wife of the Qi family.

The next day, the confused nonsense Song Yao had been shouting reached Ming Xiang’s ears. Upon hearing it, Ming Xiang wearily pinched the bridge of her nose.

“In the past, I only thought Song Yao was rather spoiled by Madam and had developed some arrogant and domineering tendencies, but I never imagined she was rotten to the core.”

“To be capable of slandering her own elder sister and throwing dirty water on her own siblings—it seems this rottenness also comes with a good measure of stupidity.”

Hearing this, Nanny Song didn’t speak, feeling quite ashamed.

Although Ming Xiang was now the mistress of the Song estate, Song Yao had after all been born and raised in the Song estate from childhood. For her to say such things today was not only chilling but also brought disgrace to the Song family.

“Thank goodness Song Nian has a clear head on her shoulders.”

Having said this, Ming Xiang pursed her lips and sighed again.

When she first married into the Song estate, she had been single-mindedly determined to be a good sister-in-law and treat Song Yao and Song Nian well. She had even gone so far as to arrange a marriage for her younger brother in the family.

Now she felt deeply relieved in hindsight.

Fortunately, Song Nian hadn’t disappointed her. Her temperament was steady and her mind reasonably clear. If she hadn’t noticed in time and had betrothed Song Yao to someone in her family, they probably wouldn’t even be able to enter the Ming family’s gates in the future.

“Forget it, don’t worry about her. Are the preparations for entering the palace all ready?”

“Everything is prepared. We’re just waiting for Master and Madam to depart.”

Ming Xiang nodded, changed her clothing and makeup, and entered the palace with Song Fu.

As they were still in the period of national mourning, everyone entering the palace for the banquet could only wear plain colors and could not drink wine or make merry. But as they were all family members merely gathering together, no one minded these restrictions.

Song Wan arrived early at Changxin Palace to keep Song Yuning company. After Shen Qianyu, Song Fu, and Shen Qianbai finished morning court, they also came directly to Changxin Palace.

Ming Xiang sat beside Song Wan. Though she hadn’t spent much time with Song Yuning, she was extremely fond of this aunt.

Years ago, when she had just become engaged to Song Fu, Ming Xiang had been quite timid due to her speech impediment. It was Concubine Yun’s gentle words of comfort that gave her some courage.

Now, knowing that Concubine Yun was going to Nanqing, she couldn’t help feeling sad and sorrowful.

Nanqing was too far away. Such a distant place over mountains and rivers—once someone went there, they would be difficult to see again in this lifetime.

Everyone at the table knew of this matter, and thus the entire banquet was permeated with an air of parting sorrow. It wasn’t until the sky had grown late and Song Fu and Ming Xiang had to leave the palace that Song Yuning finally said: “I’ve decided to depart tomorrow. You needn’t see me off.”

“Aunt.”

Ming Xiang exclaimed in surprise, but Song Yuning grasped her hand and smiled: “Your aunt doesn’t like facing such occasions. If you youngsters start crying, you’ll surely make me shed tears too.”

“Your aunt doesn’t want you to see her looking so weak. Let’s consider today as having seen me off.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s eyes suddenly reddened.

She and Song Yuning shared the closest bond—even Song Fu was somewhat less dear. Though she had long known her aunt would leave sooner or later, at this moment she suddenly felt unable to bear it.

Both young women’s eyes reddened. Though Song Fu also felt sorrow, he was not as distressed as Song Wan and Ming Xiang.

Watching Song Wan forcibly hold back her tears yet not daring to let them fall, Shen Qianyu felt as if his heart was being twisted and crushed into pieces that could never be put back together.

Chapter 243: Ascension to the Throne
When leaving Changxin Palace, Shen Qianyu pulled Song Wan toward Laiyi Pavilion.

The two remained silent the entire way, yet their tightly interlocked fingers gripped each other with desperate force.

Song Wan valued propriety and never shed tears easily before others. Now that her status was precious, she even less dared show her emotions openly. But seeing her like this, Shen Qianyu didn’t think it was good at all—instead, it made his heart ache terribly.

“If Wan’er is sad, then cry it out.”

“Wan’er isn’t sad, just somewhat reluctant to part with Aunt.”

Song Wan raised her head. When she looked at Shen Qianyu, her face still bore a faint smile. But in Shen Qianyu’s eyes, her eyes were moist and the corners reddened.

“Palace lantern.”

Shen Qianyu turned back, reaching out to take the palace lantern from a eunuch’s hands: “All of you, withdraw.”

He dismissed everyone behind them and walked alone toward the Eastern Palace, pulling Song Wan by the hand.

“There’s no one now. If Wan’er wants to cry, then cry.”

Her heart had still held some sorrow, but with this action of his, how could Song Wan possibly cry? She grasped Shen Qianyu’s hand and smiled faintly, shaking her head: “Wan’er doesn’t want to cry.”

“You may cry. With only me here, Wan’er need not fear.”

Shen Qianyu assumed Song Wan was too embarrassed to lose composure before him, so he raised the palace lantern before his eyes and blew it out.

“Wan’er, cry now. I can’t see you either. No one will know.”

“Wan’er can’t cry.”

Being flustered by him to the point of both laughter and tears, how could Song Wan possibly cry? Yet Shen Qianyu remained relentless, single-mindedly convinced she was forcibly suppressing her emotions and didn’t dare vent them.

“Wan’er…”

Extending his hand to encircle Song Wan’s waist, the man used force to pull her into his embrace. He discarded the palace lantern and pressed the delicate person in his arms tightly against his chest.

“I know Wan’er restrains herself, but I dislike seeing you wrong yourself so.”

“I granted you the Empress position because I wanted to give you the best and most precious thing in this world. I wanted to let Wan’er become the most willful and unbridled person under heaven. Not to trap you with the position of Empress, confining you in this gilded cage for your entire life, making you cautious and careful, never daring to make a single misstep.”

“I want Wan’er to be more free—cry when you want to cry, laugh when you want to laugh. When displeased, you may vent your temper fully. When happy, you may sing aloud.”

“Wan’er, I fear…”

“I fear I’ve trapped you in the inner palace, burdened you with countless shackles, making you never dare to feel joy or sorrow for your entire life, all for the sake of that wretched Empress decorum.”

Shen Qianyu held Song Wan, speaking word by word in low tones beside her ear.

He held her very tightly, as if wanting to merge Song Wan into his heart.

The man’s chest burned hot, scorching Song Wan’s ears until they felt aflame.

“If Wan’er wants to cry, then cry. I won’t laugh at you.”

He feared even more seeing Song Wan’s appearance of never shedding tears.

What he couldn’t bear most was seeing her smile warmly and treat others with gentle kindness while wronging herself and forcibly suppressing her loneliness.

He felt heartache for such a kind and sensible Song Wan. He also couldn’t endure the reality that because of him, he had no choice but to clip her wings. Just thinking about how the person he cherished and doted on so dearly had to wrong herself for his sake—he simply could not tolerate it.

Walking to a corner, Shen Qianyu set her down, pressing Song Wan’s head against his chest: “Wan’er, cry…”

Along the entire journey, he had lifted and set her down repeatedly, sometimes holding tight, sometimes loosening his grip. Song Wan had been tossed about by him until she felt dizzy—how could she possibly cry now?

Now pressed firmly by the man’s large palm, she struggled several times but couldn’t break free. Song Wan simply gave up resisting and lay against Shen Qianyu’s chest, waiting for the dizziness to pass.

In her ear, she heard the man still continuously urging her to cry properly. She truly could not endure it anymore and laughed aloud in his embrace.

“Could His Highness be trying to smother Wan’er unconscious…”

His hand strength was considerable. When speaking with emotion, he would add three more measures of force. The sorrow Song Wan felt in her heart over her aunt leaving the capital was completely dispelled by his repeated tossing about.

“Did I smother Wan’er?”

Shen Qianyu pulled her away and carefully helped Song Wan tidy her slightly disheveled hair.

Song Wan pulled down his hand and said gently: “Your Highness need not worry. If Wan’er feels distressed inside, naturally she will tell Your Highness.”

After thinking, she added another line: “Whether laughing or crying, I’ll only tell Your Highness.”

How could she not see Shen Qianyu’s appearance of fearing she had suffered wrongdoing? With him having such concern, how could she not be moved?

Due to his experiences, Shen Qianyu truly was a solitary man. Song Wan knew he cared for her, so she was willing to set his heart at ease.

She held onto Shen Qianyu’s arm, giving him her response: “If in the future Wan’er feels uncomfortable inside, I’ll seek out Your Highness and tell you everything in complete detail. I won’t hide it or endure it. At that time, Your Highness must not find me bothersome.”

“How could I?”

Shen Qianyu’s face filled with joy.

How could he find her bothersome?

Knowing Song Wan was not an ordinary maiden, that she was unwilling to rely on others—this was precisely what Shen Qianyu had always been concerned about.

“In the future, tell me all of Wan’er’s feelings. I won’t find you bothersome.”

“Wan’er understands.”

Song Wan smiled as she stood beside Shen Qianyu. Even after seeing her into Laiyi Pavilion, he remained reluctant to leave.

“Your Highness, please return. Don’t let others worry.”

Shen Qianyu nodded, then returned alone to the Eastern Palace.

Sitting in the canopy bed, before Song Wan were displayed all the exquisite trinkets Song Yuning had given her over the years. There were pearl hairpins and jade pendants, face powder and rouge, as well as rare ornamental pieces.

From childhood to adulthood, whenever Aunt found any fine items, she would prepare one for her. Even when she went to the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate to live as a widow and couldn’t use many items, Aunt would still help store them in the palace.

After playing with each of those items in her hands one by one, Song Wan carefully put them away.

Tomorrow would be when Aunt left the capital. She knew why Aunt wouldn’t let her and elder brother go see her off.

Too much reluctance—seeing them would only cause more heartache.

“Heng Zhi, please help me put these away.”

The next day, when the sky had just begun to brighten, Song Wan awoke. She sat in Laiyi Pavilion gazing blankly at the scenery outside the window.

At this time, Aunt and Qianbai should have already risen and dressed, just waiting for the palace gates to open before departing.

“Miss, shall this servant accompany you outside for a walk?”

Song Wan nodded and walked out of Laiyi Pavilion with Heng Zhi.

“The weather is perfect today—no wind, no rain.”

Heng Zhi said: “Concubine Yun will surely have a smooth journey and arrive safely in Nanqing.”

The two stood at a place quite far from the palace gates. Song Wan watched as Aunt boarded a carriage and departed together with Qianbai. Just as they reached the palace gates, Song Yuning, with Cai Ji’s support, slowly descended from the carriage.

She stood at the palace gates gazing inward for a long while, then turned and said something unknown to Cai Ji before boarding the carriage again.

The carriage drove out through the palace gates. Not until the palace gates closed did Song Wan come back to her senses.

Her aunt had truly left Dongning. She didn’t know if there would be any possibility of seeing her again in this lifetime.

“Miss…”

“Let’s go. Aunt will be safe.”

After speaking, Song Wan returned to Laiyi Pavilion together with Heng Zhi.

After Song Yuning’s departure, the days in the palace became extremely plain. In the blink of an eye, the hundred days passed in an instant, and the new Emperor’s ascension ceremony also arrived before their eyes…

Chapter 244: Leaving the Palace
“The Bureau of Palace Furnishings has already set up the imperial throne before Fengtian Gate. The Imperial Observatory has also informed Heaven, Earth, and the ancestral temples. The Imperial Ancestral Temple has been offered sacrifices, and the officials of the Ministry of Rites have also…”

Shen Qianyu waved his hand, interrupting Ji Rong’s words.

He wasn’t particularly concerned about matters of the ascension ceremony. There were many capable officials in court—how could they fail to handle such a minor matter properly?

Ji Rong also understood his meaning. After thinking it over, he moved all the memorials concerning the ascension ceremony to the back and instead drew out memorials regarding the Empress investiture.

“The Court of Imperial Sacrifices has already made offerings to Heaven, Earth, and the ancestral temples. Inside Fengtian Hall, the册宝 case table, the ceremonial palanquin in the vermillion courtyard, the incense pavilion, and everything else have all been set up completely.”

“The only thing remaining is to wait for the ninth day of this month, the day of the grand ceremony, when Your Majesty and the Empress will jointly offer sacrifices to Heaven and Earth and proclaim the imperial edict…”

“Understood.”

Thinking that on that day he would walk hand-in-hand with Song Wan into Fengtian Hall, Shen Qianyu couldn’t help but feel anticipation.

By rights, the ascension ceremony should have preceded the Empress investiture. However, Shen Qianyu used the excuse that the national treasury was not abundant to combine the ascension and investiture into a single day. Though some in court submitted memorials bluntly stating this didn’t conform to ancestral regulations, Shen Qianyu rejected them all.

He now possessed increasing authority. Court officials knew the new Emperor was not the timid sort like the late Emperor. His temperament was volatile. On major matters related to the nation and its foundation, he could still listen to three parts of everyone’s admonitions, but for everything else, he had no patience for excessive interference.

Occasionally there were those with stubborn temperaments who always wanted to constrain him with old regulations, yet they were repeatedly scolded by Shen Qianyu until they couldn’t raise their heads.

Just like this Empress investiture ceremony—neither the choice of Empress nor the ritual met the court officials’ approval, yet no one dared say a word.

Only because Shen Qianyu was truly an Emperor who had been on the battlefield and possessed unparalleled military achievements.

This realm—he had genuinely conquered it himself through hard fighting.

After a long time, those court officials realized they could do nothing about him, so they could only let him have his way.

On the ninth day, at the auspicious hour, Shen Qianyu wore the Emperor’s ceremonial robes and, accompanying Song Wan, followed officials from the Court of State Ceremonial to Fengtian Hall. The hundred officials of the court were divided into civil and military columns—civil officials knelt east of the imperial path, military officials knelt west of the imperial path, waiting outside the hall.

Above Fengtian Hall, ceremonial officials chanted verses to communicate with Heaven and request its decree.

Shen Qianyu listened to those solemn and serious verses, yet his thoughts flew to Song Wan’s side.

He suddenly recalled the day he first met Song Wan, when she said: “The Crown Prince is born of the Son of Heaven, with profound blessings that extend far.”

Shen Qianyu curved his lips in a faint smile, his eyes revealing tenderness.

Held hostage for twelve years, he had narrowly escaped death many times. Those various harsh situations made him never believe in Heaven, Earth, ghosts, or spirits. But after meeting Wan’er, he came to believe that the bloodline of the Son of Heaven truly was a blessed existence.

“Your Majesty, the ceremony is complete.”

Shen Qianyu nodded and descended from Fengtian Gate, supporting Song Wan’s hand.

Entering Fengtian Hall, civil and military officials filed in one after another. Because Ji Rong had already been promoted to Supervisor of Ceremonies with seal authority, he was the one to read the edict for the new Emperor’s ascension and the Empress investiture.

Three days later, the new Emperor issued an edict to the realm, changing the era name to Tai’an, granting a great amnesty across the land, and exempting taxes for three years. Even the inner palace received its benefits.

Those who were over twenty-five years old or had been in the palace for more than ten years could, if they wished to leave the palace, submit petitions to the Empress. Jinshu was at this time granted clemency by Song Wan and released from the palace.

After Shen Qianyu’s ascension, Song Wan moved to Changle Palace. The other women from the Eastern Palace were each granted consort titles and bestowed with palace halls.

At present, Jinshu was kneeling before Song Wan, eyes red as she kowtowed in thanks for the Empress’s great kindness.

“Dear Jinshu, why must you do this?”

Gently having someone help Jinshu up, Song Wan said: “I had Heng Zhi prepare a residence for you in the capital. After you leave the palace, you can live there first.”

Thinking of that box of pearls Wan Xiao had sent her previously, Song Wan’s heart felt slightly bitter.

Jinshu ultimately hadn’t kept that box of pearls. It had been forced upon her, but some days ago she had already asked someone to return it to Wan Xiao—she just didn’t know what feelings Wan Xiao had upon seeing it.

“Have you decided when to marry?”

Jinshu smiled shyly: “This summer, perhaps.”

“Why decide so hastily?”

“This servant and my husband are both advanced in years. He also doesn’t want to drag things out. This servant thought that it’s going to happen sooner or later anyway—there’s truly no need to keep delaying.”

“Marriage is not child’s play. You must observe carefully. If that person’s character and disposition are both excellent, then marrying won’t be too late.”

“This servant understands.”

Jinshu nodded with a beaming smile, her eyes full of expectations for the future.

Handing the exit documents to Heng Zhi, Heng Zhi then passed them to Jinshu.

Jinshu received them, but suddenly her eyes reddened.

She had served by Song Wan’s side for many years. Song Wan treated her like a blood sister and had never regarded her as a servant. Now that she was leaving everyone, she felt extremely reluctant.

“Your Majesty the Empress…”

The young woman’s eyes reddened. Tears as large as beans rolled down, making Song Wan also feel very reluctant.

“Dear Jinshu, go. If in the future your life doesn’t go smoothly, go to the Song estate. I’ll have my sister-in-law bring you back to the palace.”

Hearing these words, Jinshu burst into tears with a wail.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also reddened their eyes, but they stepped forward and gently coaxed her out.

Song Wan accepted the vermillion brush a palace maid handed over and continued approving other palace maids’ and female officials’ requests to leave the palace.

While she was busy, a eunuch outside came to report that Consort Wu requested an audience.

Wu Xixiang entered Changle Palace. Just as she was about to perform the ceremonial bow, Song Wan stopped her.

“Since the Empress has exempted this subject from the formalities, this subject will shamelessly accept.”

“For Sister Wu to speak this way—are you teasing Wan’er?”

Song Wan smiled warmly and gently. Wu Xixiang also smiled gracefully in response.

After a long while, Wu Xixiang said: “Actually, this subject came today because there’s a matter I wish to ask of Her Majesty the Empress. Please, Your Majesty, show mercy.”

“Does Sister Wu also wish to leave the palace?”

Upon hearing this, Wu Xixiang’s eyes reddened slightly.

She was born with a black-red mark on her face, yet her father had never regarded her as inauspicious and had never been ashamed of her.

“This subject’s father was honest and upright his entire life, devoted to home and country. The old gentleman was born of common people, and his family could be called impoverished. Even so, after becoming an official, he used most of his savings to aid the poor.”

“After this subject’s mother passed away, this subject urged Father many times to remarry, but Father said that having this subject as his one daughter in this lifetime was already sufficient.”

Wu Xixiang raised her hand to touch the mark on her face that could never be removed in her lifetime, and smiled tenderly.

“Unfortunately, I never in my life accomplished anything to bring glory to Father.”

Though her father was a Censor, he had been scrupulously honest his entire life. The household could even be called straitened. From when she was very young, she did odd jobs to supplement the household. Fortunately, the Wu family consisted only of her and her father, plus one old servant—three people total—so they could still maintain an official family’s dignity.

But inevitably she received some criticism.

“When the people from Dong Chang came to our home asking if this subject was willing to enter the Eastern Palace, this subject was extremely delighted.”

“Only because I could finally hold my head high and bring glory to Father.”

Her difficult marriage prospects had always been a heartache for her father. Only after entering the Eastern Palace did Father set his heart at ease.

“This subject entered the palace for Father. Now that he is gone…”

“This subject wishes to leave the palace to visit Father’s hometown.”

Wu Xixiang looked at Song Wan, hot tears rolling from her eyes.

“The happiest days of this subject’s life were when gathered joyfully with all the sisters in the Eastern Palace. But now, this subject wishes to go see the magnificent rivers and mountains of our Dongning on Father’s behalf.”

“This subject wonders whether Her Majesty the Empress could grant this request?”

Chapter 245: His Wife
“I am reluctant to part with Sister Wu.”

Song Wan clutched her handkerchief. Facing another parting within a single day added to her sorrow. But she knew that no matter how reluctant she was, she had no reason to forcibly keep Wu Xixiang in the Eastern Palace.

“This subject is also reluctant to part with Your Majesty the Empress.”

The two fell silent for a moment. Song Wan picked up the vermillion brush and personally wrote an imperial decree permitting Wu Xixiang to leave the palace.

“This has caused trouble for Your Majesty the Empress.”

This matter didn’t conform to protocol, yet Song Wan showed not the slightest hesitation.

Accepting the Empress’s decree, Wu Xixiang clutched it tightly, unable to speak for a long while. She had no attachments left in the capital. This departure would likely mean she would never return to the capital again.

After viewing the magnificent rivers and mountains of Dongning, she might go to her father’s ancestral land to see those beautiful scenes her father used to speak of. Or perhaps she would settle in some small village and peacefully live out her remaining years.

After repeatedly thanking Song Wan, Wu Xixiang finally left Changle Palace.

When Shen Qianyu left court, he saw Song Wan with a rather blank expression, lost in thought.

“Is Wan’er unwell?”

Song Wan shook her head. She had wanted to say it was nothing, but the words that came out were: “My heart truly does feel uncomfortable.”

“Why?”

Shen Qianyu’s brow furrowed tightly. He immediately grasped Song Wan’s wrist and carefully placed three fingers on it. Seeing his appearance, Song Wan smiled and withdrew her hand: “How is it that this subject didn’t know Your Majesty could also take pulses for diagnosis?”

“In the past, I learned some rudimentary skills from Uncle Yan.”

He was about to summon the imperial physician, but Song Wan interrupted him.

“This subject’s body is fine. This subject only feels that the palace has become increasingly desolate.”

“Aunt, Jinshu, and Sister Wu are all leaving the palace. I’m simply feeling somewhat sorrowful for a moment.”

Only upon hearing this did Shen Qianyu relax slightly. He gently coaxed: “Partings and reunions are quite ordinary. Moreover, whether it’s Aunt, Jinshu, or Consort Wu, they’re all heading toward better paths. Wan’er shouldn’t take it to heart.”

“Though Nanqing is far, Qianbai is the lord of that region. Aunt will be more at ease than remaining in the capital.”

“Jinshu leaving the palace to marry, bear children, and live an ordinary life—with her husband having unlimited prospects ahead—she’ll be much better off than serving as a maid in the palace.”

“As for Consort Wu…”

Shen Qianyu had no interest in the inner palace. Whether it was those from the former Eastern Palace or other women, he had no desire for intimacy with them. Those women in the rear palace, if not for their families, would be wasting their youth remaining in the palace. Leaving might not necessarily be a bad path for them.

“So Wan’er should be happy for them.”

Song Wan nodded, raising a faint smile.

How could Song Wan not understand these principles? It was simply that facing parting, she inevitably felt downcast.

“Your Majesty’s counsel is correct.”

Song Wan smiled gently. Shen Qianyu, however, grasped her hand: “Wan’er has never called me husband. When there are no others present, could Wan’er call me husband?”

“Husband.”

Shen Qianyu pursed his lips in a smile, his eyes full of delight.

Finally, Wan’er no longer constantly spoke of impropriety before him. Finally, he had gained Wan’er’s complete trust.

Dismissing everyone, Shen Qianyu picked up Song Wan and headed toward the phoenix couch carved with golden phoenixes and parasol trees.

“Your Majesty…”

Shen Qianyu placed her on the couch, then buried his head beside Song Wan’s neck: “You agreed to call me husband.”

Song Wan’s face reddened as she smiled helplessly: “Husband, we cannot.”

“Why not?”

The man let out a soft hum. His warm breath sprayed on Song Wan’s ear, causing her to continuously shrink back.

“Does Wan’er not miss me at all? I miss Wan’er terribly.”

The man lowered his voice, murmuring to himself: “Does Wan’er truly not miss your husband?”

“The sky is still bright…”

“Once the curtains are drawn, it will be dark.”

Song Wan felt helpless. Her tone softened by three measures and carried a few parts coaxing affection: “Husband is the ruler of the nation. Your every action and posture must…”

Before she could finish speaking, Shen Qianyu lowered his head and kissed her lips.

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu withdrew from the sleeping chamber and arranged for people to prepare hot water.

Unfortunately, that prepared water gradually grew cold, then was reheated several times before Shen Qianyu finally emerged from the sleeping chamber carrying Song Wan.

The Emperor and Empress both disliked having others attend them, especially when the two were together. When only the two remained in the bathing chamber, Shen Qianyu sat in the white jade pool holding Song Wan.

Song Wan’s face was red, her earlobes crimson as if blood would drip from them.

“Wan’er, call me husband again.”

“Wan’er…”

“Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu held her in his embrace. No matter how Song Wan pushed him, he remained completely unmoved. Between his brows and eyes was complete satisfaction and joy. Watching him, Song Wan inexplicably felt three parts anger rising in her heart.

But she had always been of a gentle temperament. Unable to do anything about him, she could only close her eyes and let the man mutter embarrassing words in her ear.

The more Song Wan listened, the hotter her cheeks became. She couldn’t help but reach out and lightly pat his shoulder.

“Wan’er is hitting me.”

The man grinned broadly, smiling so much his eyebrows danced. Song Wan closed her eyes, unwilling to see his foolish appearance.

“Wan’er, hit me again. Hit me again…”

Song Wan had no choice but to extend one hand to cover the man’s lips, preventing him from speaking.

The two were inseparable every day, their marital affection deep. Shen Qianyu wished he could announce to the entire world his happiness and fulfillment. Ji Rong watched them daily and also couldn’t stop grinning. But when he returned to his palace duty room and saw Wan Xiao, he inevitably felt stifled inside.

These emotions of joy by day and sorrow by night tormented him beyond endurance. Finally unable to restrain himself, he found an opportunity to probe Wan Xiao’s feelings.

“After leaving the Eastern Palace, you moved here to sit. Why don’t you return to your Chief Eunuch’s residence outside the palace?”

“Not inclined to return.”

Wan Xiao reclined on a wooden chair, quite leisurely swinging the wine gourd in his hand, humming and singing who knows what.

Ji Rong sighed: “Come, we two brothers will have a drink.”

Pulling Wan Xiao up from the chair, Ji Rong had palace maids fetch wine cups. He also moved out a jar of Mandian Xiang from the room to drink under the moonlight.

Knowing Ji Rong was worried about him, Wan Xiao tossed roasted peanuts into his mouth and smiled: “You need not worry about me. It’s nothing of consequence.”

“If you don’t want me to worry, then don’t display this dejected appearance all day. Watching it makes one’s heart feel rather indignant.”

“What is there to be indignant about?”

Wan Xiao smiled faintly and drank the wine in his hand in one gulp.

“I only have cause for happiness. What would you be indignant about?”

It was he who wholeheartedly wished for that person’s wellbeing. Now he was seeing her becoming better and better. Naturally he only had cause for joy—how could he be indignant? Thinking that Jinshu would live an ordinary yet abundant life like common people in the future, he felt happy for that young woman, and also happy for Uncle Zhang’s family.

Ji Rong wanted to ask whether he was truly willing to just watch helplessly as his own wife married another man. But when the words reached his lips, Ji Rong felt he couldn’t ask.

Unwilling, reluctant—but what could be done? Could they possibly take wives?

Thinking of this, Ji Rong revealed a bitter smile. He raised his wine cup, the two clinked them together, and tilted their heads back to drain them.

“If you have time, go see her again.”

After Jinshu married in the future, it would be difficult to meet again.

After Ji Rong spoke, he watched Wan Xiao. Only after a long while, seeing Wan Xiao nod lightly, did he sigh.

The two drank until late at night, yet Wan Xiao had no sleepiness at all. The next day after finishing his shift, he sought out the residence Jinshu had in the capital. The residence Song Wan had prepared for Jinshu wasn’t particularly luxurious, but its location and orientation were excellent. Not far from the gate was the main street—a sense of tranquility amidst the bustle.

Wan Xiao stood at the gate of Jinshu’s residence, gazing at the main door for a long while without moving.

He had stood there for nearly half a shichen and was just beginning to feel he was being truly presumptuous. Just as he was preparing to leave, Jinshu happened to push open the door and walk out.

The young woman had just raised her head when she saw Wan Xiao in the distance.

Chapter 246: Wedding Feast
“Supervisor Wan.”

Jinshu set down the bamboo basket hanging from her hand by the door and walked forward a few steps to stand before Wan Xiao.

“Why has Supervisor Wan come to my place today? Is there something you need from this servant?”

Wan Xiao smiled. “You’ve already left the palace. Why do you still call yourself a servant?”

Jinshu gave a simple-minded laugh, feeling somewhat inexplicably bashful.

She was so used to it that she couldn’t change her way of speaking for the moment.

Wan Xiao looked up at her, seeing that she wore a rough cloth dress, with only a simple cloth kerchief tied around her hair—the complete appearance of a common person.

Only the two slender and elegant silver bangle bracelets on her hands would occasionally make one or two crisp tinkling sounds with her movements, giving her a somewhat lively and cheerful appearance.

He looked down, then glanced at the bamboo basket Jinshu had tossed by the door earlier, lowering his eyes, lost in thought.

“Supervisor Wan still hasn’t said what business brings you to find me today.”

Wan Xiao said, “Some days ago, Her Majesty the Empress asked me to come see how you’re getting along. I had some free time today, so I came to look—nothing particularly pressing.”

After speaking, Wan Xiao paused for a moment before asking, “What were you about to do?”

“I wanted to go to the street to buy some tofu to cook for dinner tonight.”

“Do you have enough silver?”

As soon as the words left his mouth, probably feeling it was somewhat improper, Wan Xiao smiled and added, “Her Majesty the Empress worries that having just left the palace, your finances might be tight.”

“How could that be?”

Jinshu patted the bulging purse at her waist, replying with arched eyebrows, “When I left the palace, Her Majesty gave me quite a bit of silver. Sister Luanjian and Sisters Heng Zhi and Heng Wu also gave me a lot of silver. It’s always enough to live on.”

“Moreover, Supervisor Wan found employment for my husband at the Capital Camp. He’s now made a junior officer there, and his monthly salary is enough for the two of us to live on.”

“How does your husband treat you?”

“Very well, naturally.”

When Jinshu said this, her small face was full of shyness, and her eyes seemed to sparkle. Watching her, Wan Xiao’s lips curved in a faint smile as he murmured quietly that this was good.

“Have you two set a wedding date?”

“We have.”

Somewhat nervously wiping her hands on the back of her clothes, Jinshu’s tone was full of sweetness. “We’ve set it for the tenth day of the seventh month. Neither of us has family left, so on the wedding day, only a few neighbors and my Sister Luanjian will come. If Supervisor Wan has no other business that day, you could come for a cup of celebratory wine.”

Not knowing whether someone of Wan Xiao’s high status would come, Jinshu immediately regretted speaking after finishing her sentence.

He had only come on Her Majesty the Empress’s orders to see if she was doing well. Her presumptuous invitation might annoy him.

Her thoughts were shallow and displayed plainly on her face. Watching her, Wan Xiao smiled faintly and nodded in agreement.

For a moment, the two had nothing more to say. Just as he was about to leave, he saw a tall, large-framed man coming from the street corner. The man carried several thick pieces of wood in his hands, looking somewhat labored.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao was somewhat surprised, not having expected to see this man today.

“Brother Chengzu.”

Upon seeing that man, Jinshu broke into a face full of smiles and ran over.

“I’m strong—let me carry it.”

“No, this thing has dirt on it. Don’t soil your dress.”

Jinshu smiled sweetly. “If it gets dirty, I’ll just wash it.”

“The well water has been cold these past few days. I’ll carry it.”

The man’s tone was gentle as he carried the pieces of wood in large strides toward Jinshu’s residence. Seeing Wan Xiao at the door, he too was startled and woodenly called out “Supervisor Wan.”

This man still had a somewhat dull appearance and didn’t seem particularly clever, but precisely because of this, his gaze was clear without any calculating intent, showing a kind of honesty and sincerity.

“I’ve come on Her Majesty the Empress’s orders to check on Jinshu. What are these things?”

The man said, “A few days ago, the Capital Camp cut some timber for items needed by the military. These pieces that didn’t meet requirements were discarded outside the camp. Since I had a rest day today, I thought to pick some for Jinshu and split them into firewood for her winter use.”

“With the better pieces remaining, I’ll make a few wooden stools…”

The man answered respectfully, and his conversation was entirely about the daily concerns of ordinary people—firewood, rice, oil, salt, and such worldly matters.

Listening, Wan Xiao slowly nodded, revealing a smile.

This man wasn’t someone of great talent, but he was quite skilled at managing a household.

Watching Jinshu bend down to examine those pieces of wood, occasionally looking up at the two of them with a silly smile, Wan Xiao knew this girl’s future life would not be bad.

He opened his mouth but momentarily didn’t know what to say.

After a long while, he finally murmured that it was very good.

“I have other matters today, so I won’t disturb you two.”

“Supervisor Wan, please attend to your business. Don’t worry about this servant.”

Jinshu looked at Wan Xiao and said, “Please report back to Her Majesty that this servant is living very well. Please don’t let Her Majesty worry about this servant.”

“I understand.”

Wan Xiao nodded. After taking his leave of the two, he turned and departed.

After walking away, he heard behind him the soft voice of the woman and the low, steady voice of the man conversing.

“Brother Chengzu, let me do it.”

“I’ll do it. Don’t prick your hands.”

“Yesterday I asked Granny Sun to save some tofu for me. This morning I also bought some fresh fish and mutton at the market. How about I make you fresh fish and tofu stew and lamb meatballs for dinner tonight?”

“Good.”

“The leg of the wardrobe in your room is somewhat soft and rotten—probably the previous owner didn’t maintain it well. In a bit, I’ll help you find a good piece of wood to replace it with, lest it rot further one day and collapse crookedly.”

“Thank you, Brother Chengzu.”

“Brother Chengzu…”

Wan Xiao stopped in place but didn’t turn his head. The gate of the residence slowly closed, yet he still didn’t move for a long time.

It wasn’t until the shouts of vendors from the wine shops and markets at the street corners and alley ends became increasingly harsh that he finally smiled faintly and strode toward the palace.

After conquering Nanqing, there were no more difficulties in court, and the people’s lives could be considered peaceful and prosperous. Shen Qianyu knew how to employ people wisely and was an extremely rare emperor without a suspicious heart. Therefore, the entire court was unprecedentedly united, with officials all wholeheartedly devoted to country and people. Even if there were occasionally those with scheming thoughts, they were mostly deterred by Shen Qianyu’s unpredictable imperial authority and dared not act rashly.

With no troubles in court, Wan Xiao felt the days passed extremely quickly. Before long, it was time for Jinshu’s wedding.

On the evening of the ninth day of the seventh month, he took the congratulatory gift Song Wan was sending to Jinshu and left the palace. Early the next morning, he arrived at Jinshu’s residence.

Luanjian had also come early to Jinshu’s home to help. Since neither side of this marriage had elders participating, they hadn’t followed the old customs.

Neither Luanjian nor Wan Xiao revealed their identities, so the neighbors who came to offer congratulations all assumed the two were Jinshu’s distant relatives.

During the feast, everyone raised their cups in celebration together, all extremely happy.

That man wore a groom’s wedding attire, which made his entire person appear bright and handsome. Watching the smile he couldn’t conceal on his face, Wan Xiao also smiled along with him.

“This brother, you look somewhat familiar.”

A man at the feast looked at Wan Xiao, slightly furrowing his brow as if pondering something. Seeing this, Wan Xiao smiled and said, “Perhaps we’ve met somewhere. What is this brother’s occupation?”

“I’m Chengzu’s colleague. We both work at the Capital Camp.”

That man looked at Wan Xiao for a long while, then shook his head. “But I used to be a peddler in the capital. Perhaps I saw you before when I was walking the streets and alleys. No matter, no matter—brother, don’t take it to heart.”

“My husband was originally a peddler. Some years ago, when all the officials were at the palace gate… on that day, when he heard the Crown Prince was in danger, he dropped his carrying pole and ran to the Shu River.”

Sitting beside the man was a woman with delicate features. When she spoke, her tone was gentle, carrying a measure of admiration and respect for her husband.

“Who knew that before leaving, he tossed that carrying pole to my mother. Mother didn’t know what to do with it, so she kept it for him all along, and often went to his home to check if any petty thieves had visited.”

“Later, when my husband returned, he went to thank my mother many times.”

Hearing this, Luanjian looked at that woman and praised her mother’s righteousness, then continued to praise her husband’s righteous spirit, calling him a model of true manhood.

“What a man and husband should do—not worth mentioning.”

After speaking, that man carefully nudged his wife, his eyes showing a trace of bashfulness.

Seeing this, everyone burst into laughter. Jinshu walked out from the room wearing wedding attire, carrying two dishes in her hands.

“What are you laughing at? So happy?”

“Laughing that you look beautiful today.”

The speaker was a stout woman. Wan Xiao caught the strong scent of beans on her and guessed this person must be the Granny Sun who sells tofu that Jinshu had mentioned.

Common households’ weddings didn’t have as many elaborate details as those of wealthy families. Especially since the two had no parents or elders, when they performed the ceremony earlier, they had only bowed to the ancestral tablets of both families.

After the ceremony, everyone sat in the courtyard eating the feast. Wan Xiao, however, made an excuse to walk to the back hall of the residence.

Walking to the front of a dark room, Wan Xiao’s footsteps paused slightly. After a moment of silence, he raised his hand and pushed open the door.

Inside the room was an altar with over a dozen ancestral spirit tablets placed upon it. Wan Xiao’s gaze swept over those tablets, seeing everywhere inscriptions like “Spirit Tablet of Late Great-Great-Grandfather Zhang,” “Spirit Tablet of Late Father Li, Noble Gentleman,” “Zhang’s Mother Xu Shi,” “Li’s Mother Wang Shi,” “Elder Brother Li Fu Chenji,” “Elder Sister Li Hui Spirit Tablet,” and so forth.

He stood before the altar, staring blankly at those names that he thought had long faded from his memory but had in fact never dimmed even slightly, silently shedding tears.

On the altar were unlit incense sticks and fire. Wan Xiao walked forward and drew out three sticks of incense, lighting them one by one.

He knelt before the altar and performed the kowtow ceremony to the ancestors of both families, then slowly rose.

The incense in his hand emitted faint wisps of smoke. He walked to the front of the altar but dared not insert the incense into the incense bowl.

His body was incomplete—he was truly unworthy before ancestors and heaven and earth. Being able to light incense for the ancestors of both families today was already fulfilling his heart’s wish.

Carefully placing the incense horizontally beside the incense bowl, Wan Xiao then turned to leave.

When he walked out of the room, he happened to see the couple Jinshu and her husband entering from the outer courtyard to fetch wooden stools. Jinshu wanted to carry them herself but was stopped by her husband.

Seeing the two, Wan Xiao nodded slightly in acknowledgment and turned back to the main courtyard to return to his seat.

“Eh? Why would Supervisor Wan walk to that place?”

Watching Wan Xiao’s back, Jinshu’s eyes showed puzzlement. That man looked at the small room before him and pressed his lips together slightly, then walked inside.

“Brother Chengzu, what are you doing?”

Jinshu followed him in and walked into the room.

The two only saw three sticks of incense lying horizontally on the altar. The incense was still burning, with green smoke spiraling upward, moving inexplicably even without wind.

“This…”

“Did Supervisor Wan do this? Why would he…?”

That man walked forward. After a brief moment of silence, he picked up the still-burning incense and raised his hand to insert it into the incense bowl before him.

“Let’s go. We still need to attend to the guests.”

“Was that done by Supervisor Wan?”

Li Chengzu said, “Yes.”

“Why?”

Wan Xiao wasn’t the sort to act inappropriately. How could he suddenly do such a strange thing? Jinshu couldn’t make sense of it and couldn’t help looking up to ask Li Chengzu.

“Perhaps…”

He hesitated slightly, then after a moment said, “Perhaps he wanted to fulfill a bit of filial duty.”

These words sounded odd. Jinshu couldn’t quite understand their true meaning for the moment. But Li Chengzu usually didn’t say much—he was mostly taciturn—yet he treated her extremely well. Jinshu was accustomed to trusting his words, so although the meaning was unclear, she inexplicably felt there was some logic to it and no longer dwelt on the matter.

After the couple’s wedding, Wan Xiao and the others all departed. Only then did Jinshu open the congratulatory gifts everyone had sent one by one.

Song Wan had bestowed upon her a set of gold, silver, and jade hairpieces—valuable enough to be heirlooms. Heng Zhi and Heng Wu had given her an embroidered picture of a hundred sons and a thousand grandsons, extremely auspicious.

Sister Luanjian had given her a gold bracelet, likewise quite valuable.

Only the brocade box Wan Xiao had sent looked rather familiar to her.

Jinshu paused slightly, picked it up, and opened it.

Inside was only a small note reading “Congratulations on your happy marriage” with nothing else.

In the box were still the same pearls she had once entrusted Song Wan to return to Wan Xiao.

“So Supervisor Wan’s pearls were meant to congratulate me on my marriage.”

Li Chengzu said, “They should also be to protect your food and clothing.”

“Hmm?”

Jinshu raised her head, her eyes showing incomprehension. Li Chengzu smiled and spoke, “These things are valuable and easy to sell. If you ever lack silver to live on in the future, these things can save you in an emergency.”

Looking at Jinshu’s round pair of eyes, Li Chengzu stepped forward and gently stroked her hair.

“I see. I hadn’t thought that though Supervisor Wan appears cold, he’s actually a person of delicate thoughts. He truly treats me well.”

Li Chengzu nodded slightly, his eyes carrying a measure of emotion that only he himself could understand.

Inside the residence, the candles were extinguished. Wan Xiao stood atop Cuiwei Tower gazing in the direction of Jinshu’s location, smiling with relief.

After tonight, there was Wan Xiao in the world, there was Li Chengzu, and Jinshu had gained a husband.

After tonight, he could finally set down the burden in his heart and his guilt toward Jinshu’s family, facing heaven and earth with no regrets in his heart.

Standing on the high platform, Wan Xiao poured the wine in his hand onto the ground, tears streaming down his face.

After tonight, after several years, his Zhang and Li families of Baoding could continue their bloodlines again, carrying on the ancestral will of both families.

Picking up the wine pot again, Wan Xiao poured himself a cup and drained it in one gulp.

From this day forward, he finally…

Finally could face Jinshu with a clear conscience, face Zhang family and his household, and face his own parents.

Finishing all the wine in the pot, Wan Xiao smiled and set the wine pot aside, striding back to the palace in large steps.

Ji Rong had been waiting for him at the palace gate for a long time. Just as he was preparing to return to his own duty room, he saw Wan Xiao walking over from outside, completely relaxed.

“I thought you wouldn’t come back today.”

“You thought I wouldn’t come back, yet you’re still waiting here for what?”

“…”

Hearing this, Ji Rong shrugged his shoulders slightly, not knowing what he was worried about. Now seeing him, he actually seemed even more cheerful than himself.

“Knowing you were concerned about me, one day I’ll find good wine to give you.”

The two swayed along toward the inner palace. Just as they stepped through the Qianqing Gate, they saw several imperial physicians from the Imperial Medical Bureau being dragged by the eunuchs from Shen Qianyu’s side, running toward Changle Palace.

Wan Xiao frowned. Ji Rong, however, reached out to grab one person and urgently asked, “What’s happened? Why are you running so urgently?”

Chapter 247: Signs of Pregnancy
The imperial physician who was pulled aside said, “Reporting to Lord Yin, Her Majesty the Empress is unwell. His Majesty has summoned several of us to Changle Palace.”

“I’ll go with you.”

After Ji Rong finished speaking, he too headed toward Changle Palace. Wan Xiao followed behind.

The group quickly arrived at the Empress’s bedchamber. Song Wan was sitting on the phoenix couch and didn’t appear to have any discomfort. It was Shen Qianyu whose complexion wasn’t good—his brow and eyes cold and condensed, looking extremely serious.

“Your Majesty…”

Just as several people were about to kowtow, Shen Qianyu waved his large hand, having someone step forward to examine Song Wan’s pulse.

“It’s fine. No need to worry.”

Song Wan extended her wrist to let the imperial physician take her pulse.

After a moment, the imperial physician said, “Congratulations, Your Majesty. Her Majesty the Empress’s pulse is revolving and strong, round and smooth as a pearl. This is the pulse of pregnancy.”

“Tru… truly?”

Shen Qianyu’s face showed wild joy. He turned to look at Song Wan, but saw that the joy in her brow and eyes was quite faint, as if carrying a hint of melancholy.

“Wan’er, are you unwell?”

“Just somewhat surprised, that’s all.”

Song Wan raised her head to look at Shen Qianyu, revealing a gentle, shallow smile.

“Your Majesty and Her Majesty the Empress need not worry. Her Majesty’s body is healthy, and this pregnancy is extremely stable.”

“Then I can be at ease.”

Song Wan nodded, her heart finally settling somewhat.

Shen Qianyu’s heart was joyful, yet filled with worry.

He had grown up in the Nanqing palace since childhood and had seen many pregnant women in the harem, but very few could safely deliver children. Now that Song Wan was pregnant, after his wild joy passed, only a heart full of worry remained.

After dismissing everyone, Shen Qianyu half-knelt before Song Wan, carefully and cautiously extending his hand before her abdomen.

“Wan’er, may I touch?”

“Naturally.”

Song Wan raised her hand to touch Shen Qianyu’s cheek, then held his hand and gently pressed it against her own abdomen.

“The little one is still small now. Husband won’t be able to feel anything.”

“I can.”

Song Wan lowered her eyes, seeing the man with a completely serious expression, a pair of handsome brows raised high, concentrating fully on sensing the feeling beneath his palm. Watching him, Song Wan found it amusing and smiled faintly.

“Wan’er, do you have any discomfort?”

“The months are still few now. It’s no different from usual days.”

“Is that so?”

Shen Qianyu frowned. “If Wan’er has any discomfort, you must tell me.”

“Mm.”

Song Wan smiled and nodded, standing up and pulling Shen Qianyu up as well. “Don’t worry. Your appearance is making me nervous too.”

“Not worried—how could I be worried?”

Shen Qianyu grinned. “The imperial physician said this pregnancy is stable, so it must be stable. Moreover, this little one carries the emperor’s bloodline with profound blessings extending far. They will certainly be born healthy.”

“My child—no need to worry.”

His appearance, alternating between joy and worry, made Song Wan laugh.

“Wan’er, go rest. I have some matters to attend to.”

Carefully supporting Song Wan as they walked deep into the bedchamber, half-pushing and half-coaxing her to sleep, only then did Shen Qianyu hurriedly leave Changle Palace.

As soon as he left, Song Wan smiled and sat up.

“How can I sleep in broad daylight like this? There will be plenty of trouble ahead.”

Seeing Shen Qianyu leave, Heng Wu stepped forward with a smile. “Though Your Majesty says this, who knows how delighted you are in your heart? Look, look at Your Majesty—your brow and eyes are smiling. This doesn’t look like someone troubled.”

“Go on—you’re actually teasing Her Majesty now.”

Pushing Heng Wu aside, Heng Zhi said, “Miss, do you feel uncomfortable anywhere? If your body has any discomfort, you must tell this servant.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine.”

Song Wan smiled warmly. “How is it that you two, one after another, have learned His Majesty’s manner?”

Before several people could finish speaking, they saw Shen Qianyu directing people to carry in a huge arhat bed into the Empress’s bedchamber.

“Put it here first. Don’t crowd inside anymore.”

“Your Majesty, what are you doing?”

Watching Shen Qianyu have people place that arhat bed in the room, Song Wan asked helplessly.

“Since you’re pregnant, we two cannot share a bed. But if I go elsewhere, how can I be at ease without seeing you? Until the child in your belly is born, I’ll sleep here.”

“This doesn’t conform to protocol. The censors will submit memorials…”

“They do no proper work all day long, but when it comes to watching over my bedroom affairs, they’re quite capable.”

“You two…”

Shen Qianyu pointed at a young eunuch beside him. “You two spread my words today. Say that I have spoken—let those censors watch their mouths. When the Late Emperor didn’t send troops, they all kept their mouths tightly shut. If now they focus all their attention on my inner palace affairs, I will hold them accountable for playing dead back then.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s brow furrowed lightly. Seeing this, Shen Qianyu quickly added, “I’m just saying it. How would I do such a muddled thing?”

“I’m very protocol-abiding now. How would I act recklessly?”

The young eunuchs who constantly served by his side all muttered secretly in their hearts—his words were truly not very credible.

Song Wan also knew that Shen Qianyu had a stubborn temperament. If she didn’t mention it, it would be fine, but if she mentioned it again, it would only make him bear grudges against those censors. So she smiled faintly and let him be.

The news of the Empress’s pregnancy was quickly known by Shang Rong and the others. Taking advantage of the daytime when Shen Qianyu was at court, everyone came one by one carrying congratulatory gifts.

Since Emperor Wenhui’s passing and Shen Qianyu’s ascension to the throne, these several people had completely set down their worries.

None of them had much ambition, and they understood Shen Qianyu’s thoughts quite clearly. They all knew that as long as they didn’t harbor improper thoughts, they would live splendidly for life. Thus, everyone became increasingly lazy and leisurely.

Perhaps because there were no worries in the harem, Shang Rong’s health had improved greatly compared to before. Now her complexion looked rosy and appeared much healthier than before entering the palace.

After Wu Xixiang and Lu Youjun left, Zhao Nanzhang moved to Qi Qingling’s bedchamber. The two originally shared similar interests and temperaments, and now were even more like real sisters, going in and out together. Zhang Baozhen had originally been timid in temperament, but after Lu Youjun’s death, she had seen worldly affairs clearly. Now her conduct was much more generous and fearless.

Hearing that Song Wan was pregnant, everyone was extremely happy, especially Shang Rong who most loved lively and adorable children. As soon as she received the news, she brought everyone to see Song Wan.

Several people stayed at Changle Palace for a long time, only reluctantly leaving just before Shen Qianyu finished court.

“Did those several people come to bother you again?”

“What do you mean ‘bother’? I’m just bored in the palace. Without Noble Consort Shang and the others for company, I fear I’d be suffocated to…”

Before Song Wan could finish speaking, Shen Qianyu hurriedly waved his hands. “Wan’er, don’t say such inauspicious things.”

The man frowned tightly, watching her with extreme vigilance, as if should Song Wan speak again, he would step forward to cover her mouth.

Song Wan found his nervous appearance amusing and wanted to laugh, yet still obediently didn’t speak further.

For some reason, since Song Wan learned she was pregnant, she felt extremely fatigued every day. After speaking a few words with Shen Qianyu, her eyelids would involuntarily grow heavy.

“Wan’er, go sleep. I’ll watch over you by your side.”

“Your Majesty, don’t overwork yourself. If you’re tired, return to Yangxin Hall to rest.”

“I understand. Wan’er, don’t worry about me.”

Pushing Song Wan to go rest, Shen Qianyu took up the memorials and slowly reviewed them.

After Song Wan’s pregnancy, her sleep schedule reversed. She often slept during the day and was awake at night. Today she slept until around the third watch before waking again. Looking up, she saw that candles were still lit in the bedchamber.

Chapter 248: Love Me
Shen Qianyu feared that the palace maids and eunuchs of Changle Palace coming and going would disturb Song Wan’s rest, so on ordinary days, aside from Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and Luanjian, he sent everyone else far away. When he was present, he would dismiss all others, leaving only himself to accompany Song Wan.

Now when Song Wan got up, she saw Shen Qianyu holding a book in one hand while propping himself on the edge of the arhat bed with the other, dozing off.

“Your Majesty?”

She walked forward gently wanting to wake him, but then saw the pile of books full of annotations placed before Shen Qianyu.

Things like “Four Essentials of Pregnancy and Childbirth” and “Supplementary Notes on Gynecology”—he had actually collected them all.

The paper was densely covered with excerpts. Song Wan craned her head forward to look, catching only a few phrases like “when qi is harmonized the fetus is stable,” “avoid overeating,” “avoid cold and heat,” and such.

Seeing that free-flowing, unrestrained handwriting without much structure, Song Wan found it utterly graceful and beautiful.

Thinking this, she couldn’t help finding it somewhat amusing and laughed softly.

“Wan’er, why have you gotten up? Are you thirsty, or hungry?”

Song Wan smiled and shook her head.

After Shen Qianyu rose, the drowsiness in his eyes instantly vanished. As soon as he opened his eyes, he got down from the bed and walked to the table to pour her a bowl of still-warm, light hot soup.

“Black hen soup—the scent is light and it can tonify qi. Wan’er, come drink some.”

Shen Qianyu touched the bottom of the bowl, and only when he felt the temperature was neither hot nor cold did he hand it to her.

“I had someone skim off the floating oil on top. Wan’er, try it—can you get used to drinking it?”

“I can get used to it.”

Song Wan took the bowl, brought it to her lips, and drank it sip by sip.

This soup had no oil or salt and was indeed light and sweet. After drinking it, Song Wan’s heart was filled with softness as she looked at Shen Qianyu.

She had never been willing to lay bare her innermost feelings before others, but tonight—perhaps it was this bowl of hot soup, or perhaps it was Shen Qianyu’s messy yet beloved handwriting in those excerpts—her heart melted. After setting down the soup bowl, Song Wan nestled into Shen Qianyu’s embrace.

“Is Wan’er cold?”

Lifting her horizontally in his arms, Shen Qianyu pulled over a thin blanket from the arhat bed and wrapped it around her.

Burying her head in his embrace, Song Wan smiled and said, “Not cold. I just admire my husband and want to be close to him.”

After speaking, she looked up at him, seeing that after hearing these words, Shen Qianyu’s eyes gradually widened, his face full of disbelief.

“What—doesn’t husband want to be close to Wan’er?”

Song Wan made as if to get up. Shen Qianyu hurriedly kept her trapped in his embrace, but he didn’t dare use too much force. He could only loosely circle his arms to gently protect her before him.

In his heart, Song Wan was already delicate, and now that she was carrying a child, she was like glass—not to be touched lightly.

Song Wan saw him embracing her in an extremely laborious posture and suddenly remembered when she had been sent back to the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence by Madam Song years ago, and he had gone to rescue her using Ji Rong’s identity.

“Husband.”

“What is it?”

She raised her hand to pull down Shen Qianyu’s arms, then tightly hugged his neck herself. Seeing this, Shen Qianyu hurriedly gathered her into his embrace.

“That day in the barren mountain in the suburbs when you carried me and ran for so long, did you feel tired?”

“Of course not.”

Shen Qianyu said, “Wan’er is light as a feather, and my arm strength is excellent. How would I feel tired just from carrying Wan’er and walking a few mountain paths?”

“Wan’er truly underestimates your husband.”

As the man spoke, he raised his voice slightly. Song Wan’s face became somewhat flushed as she murmured in a low voice, “I never imagined there would be today.”

After marrying into the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence, she had wholeheartedly copied sutras and recited Buddhist prayers to accumulate merit for Jiang Xingjian. Later when Jiang Xingjian returned to the residence, she had only thought of living an ordinary life.

Yet who could have imagined the inconstancy of worldly affairs? She and Shen Qianyu had arrived at today.

“Husband doesn’t know—actually, after that day on the barren mountain, I…”

“What? Wan’er what?”

Shen Qianyu urgently pressed for an answer, but Song Wan only smiled without replying.

“Did Wan’er fancy me even then? I knew it.”

Shen Qianyu snorted softly. “Although at that time I borrowed Ji Rong’s identity, I could tell time and again that Wan’er had developed feelings for me. Thinking back now, I truly wasn’t mistaken.”

He tilted his head back somewhat as if in a proud manner, but the wild joy and uncontrollable trembling in his eyes let Song Wan know how happy he was.

Song Wan cupped Shen Qianyu’s neck and gently kissed his throat.

The man lost his words, but the hands holding the person in his embrace grew increasingly tight.

Song Wan gently nuzzled his neck with the tip of her nose, then heard the man’s slightly choked voice say, “Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu murmured in a low voice, “In all my life, I never thought anyone would admire me or be devoted to me.”

“How could that be? Wan’er admires husband and is devoted to husband.”

Song Wan’s eyes revealed a measure of heartache, yet she was unwilling to let him see it.

Though he was noble as a ruler of a nation, he protected her so carefully and cautiously, loving as if treading on thin ice. Song Wan couldn’t bear to see him like this and was unwilling for him to belittle himself.

She knew what things, what words to say to untie the knots in his heart. So Song Wan was willing to carefully cherish him and love him.

“Before seeing His Highness, Wan’er felt the Crown Prince was someone to respect and revere. After seeing ‘Ji Rong,’ Wan’er thought that if the people by the Crown Prince’s side were so unrestrained and carefree, the Crown Prince must certainly be a magnanimous and upright person.”

“But after spending time with the Ji Rong that husband played, I felt there was no one better than Ji Rong in this world.”

“That day when husband rescued me from the Marquis of Chengyang’s carriage, Wan’er felt that husband was the most heroic man in this world, with no one comparable.”

“I think perhaps from that day, husband left a mark on Wan’er’s heart.”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes reddened as he forcefully suppressed his choking voice. “So Wan’er saw my good points so early…”

“Mm. Wan’er saw husband’s good points very early. In Wan’er’s heart, husband is the best man in this world. In the future, you will also be the best husband in this world, and moreover will be the best father in this world.”

Shen Qianyu tilted his head back and didn’t speak for a long time.

No one knew that once upon a time, he too had been trapped by inner demons for many years.

During countless days and nights in Nanqing, he had constantly questioned whether it was because he wasn’t clever enough, wasn’t lovable enough, that his father emperor had sent him to another country as a hostage.

When being tormented by Qin Rao and humiliated by Qin Zhan, Shen Qianyu had also wondered countless times whether it was because he had no extraordinary talents or abilities, or lacked wisdom in strategy and decisive judgment, that he had fallen to such circumstances.

Returning to Dongning, when he had no choice but to endure humiliation and live on, kneeling before Duan Yiting and calling a eunuch “father,” he had thought that perhaps his entire life would be spent in such servile and fawning manner, forever surviving in the gutter seeking a moment’s respite.

He had never imagined that in this life anyone would love him, respect him, or that there would be someone like Wan’er who would bear children for him and grow old hand in hand with him.

So after discovering his feelings for Song Wan, he had always carefully sought her affection.

Perhaps she would never know what each time she voluntarily approached him, each voluntary embrace, touch, and kiss meant to him.

“Wan’er…”

“I’m here.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his head, hot tears of a grown man falling down his cheeks.

He said, Wan’er, you must love me well, love me well.

Chapter 249: Husband and Wife
Song Wan raised her head, holding Shen Qianyu while softly comforting him. In the gentle, soft words of his beloved, Shen Qianyu was finally able to let go of all the past, no longer suffering from constant worry and fear that Song Wan’s eyes held no place for him. The two murmured in the candlelight, confiding their feelings throughout the night. Though they didn’t engage in physical intimacy, they felt even more closely connected.

When the night sky turned pale, Shen Qianyu finally coaxed Song Wan to sleep in his embrace. After carefully laying her down, he tiptoed out of Changle Palace to attend court.

When Song Wan rose, it was already past the hour of chen. Heng Zhi came forward to help her change clothes and wash her face.

“I actually slept so late. Why didn’t you wake me?”

Heng Zhi said, “Before attending court, His Majesty instructed this servant not to disturb Your Majesty’s rest.”

Handing Song Wan a cloth dampened with warm water, Heng Zhi had Luanjian bring the meal.

“Medicinal porridge stewed all night long. Your Majesty, please have some.”

Song Wan nodded and took a spoon to eat a few mouthfuls.

“Has news of my pregnancy been sent to the residence?”

Seeing Heng Zhi shake her head, Song Wan had someone send a letter to Ming Xiang, informing her of the pregnancy.

Upon receiving the news, Ming Xiang was so delighted she held Nanny Song’s hand and smiled for a long time.

“Nanny, you’re so happy your eyes have turned red.”

“If only… Miss were here, that would be good.”

Ordinarily, Nanny Song had a stern expression and rarely showed any outward emotions. Ming Xiang hadn’t expected her reaction to Song Wan’s pregnancy to be so strong.

Nanny Song pressed the corners of her eyes, as if remembering something. After a moment, she smiled faintly. “No matter how much Miss calculated, she never could have calculated that Little Miss would marry into the palace.”

Who could have imagined it? Who could have thought that the marriage Miss had painstakingly arranged for Little Miss all those years ago would have such an outcome?

If Miss knew that the Marquis of Chengyang’s residence hadn’t properly cherished the daughter she had risked her life to bear, she surely wouldn’t have spared Jiang Xingjian, nor would she have spared anyone in the Marquis’s household. But now everything had passed—it wasn’t worth mentioning again.

Thinking of Su Yi and Song Lan’an, Nanny Song couldn’t help shedding tears.

“Wan’er is pregnant, and as her sister-in-law, I’m also very happy. But the residence is still in mourning, so we’ll skip the wine and meat. This month, everyone will receive an extra fifty percent in monthly allowances.”

Ming Xiang said, “There’s no need to say what it’s for. Just say that Nanny saw everyone working hard and wants to reward everyone in the residence.”

“Ah, this old servant understands.”

Nanny Song turned to handle it and had everything arranged in just a moment.

Everyone in the residence received increased monthly allowances—Qiu Shui by Song Yao’s side, Yin Su by Song Nian’s side, even Tan Zhu who had been transferred to serve Madam Song were no exception. Though the household didn’t say where this joy came from, Song Nian heard from Yin Su that someone from the palace had come earlier and guessed it was related to Song Wan.

She smiled faintly. “Elder Sister is pregnant. I wonder if she’s carrying a prince or a princess.”

Yin Su said, “Miss is so clever—you figured it out right away.”

“His Majesty values Elder Sister. No one in the harem dares compete with her, so even with pregnancy, there’s no need to hide it for fear of anyone making trouble. Sister-in-law would only increase everyone’s allowances if she’s happy, but since the months are still few, it’s not good to announce it loudly.”

It was precisely because of this that she guessed Song Wan was pregnant.

If Elder Sister was pregnant and this child was a prince, then the Song residence’s position would be secure. Song Nian’s lips curved slightly, feeling pleased for her father.

“If Father knew, he would surely be happy.”

Yin Su nodded, very much agreeing with her young miss’s words.

“Miss, Madam is calling for you.”

Zhu Ye walked in from outside, informing her that Madam Song wanted to see Song Nian. Hearing this, Song Nian lowered her eyes. After a long moment, she said, “I understand. I’ll go right away.”

Her mother had been quite despondent for a while after Father passed away.

Not only had she shut herself in her room for dozens of days, she had also cried until her eyes were injured. Originally, after Song Nian’s last guidance, Song Yao had somewhat resigned herself to fate, but unfortunately at this time, Mother claimed she was fine and came out of her room.

Now that Song Yao saw Mother’s health gradually improving, she had once again given birth to the idea of breaking off the engagement.

Looking at Madam Song—her cheeks sunken, her expression dull, yet still continuously trying to persuade Song Yao—Song Nian sighed deeply and stood by the door without stepping forward.

“Nian’er, what are you standing there for? Come in quickly and let Mother look at you.”

“Nian’er is fine. Mother need not worry.”

Hearing this, Song Yao turned her head to the side, not looking at Song Nian even once.

“I heard from Yao’er that you get along well with the seventeenth son of the Ming family. How does he treat you?”

“It’s not really ‘getting along.’ After the engagement was set, we just had some exchanges during festivals. Nothing beyond that.”

Hearing this, Madam Song smiled faintly. “That’s good then.”

“Since Mother has rallied, why not quickly take over the household management? Now that Father has passed, Mother is the old matriarch of the residence. You’re still here—how can there be any reason to let a daughter-in-law manage the household?”

“In the past, Father had his orders. Now Father is gone. Mother surely can’t continue allowing us to be suppressed by others.”

Song Yao said somewhat anxiously, “Elder Sister is the Empress. Given the flaw in her background, she surely won’t allow Brother to oppress Mother. She and Brother still need their reputation for filial piety after all.”

“Brother will rise to high position in the future and absolutely cannot bear the name of being unfilial. Mother…”

“Even if just for me and Lan’er, you should rally yourself.”

If Mother wasn’t the mistress of the household, how could she socialize with other mistresses? Now that Sister-in-law managed the household, how would she truly think of their interests?

More importantly, if Mother didn’t become the mistress, who would break off her engagement to the Qi family? And find another high family?

Song Yao had been so anxious she had fallen ill for several days. For now, she could use Father’s mourning period as an excuse, but once Father’s mourning period passed, she would have to marry into that declining family.

After His Majesty ascended the throne, he began heavily employing Duke Yingguo Ming Huaxin. The Ming family’s status became increasingly prestigious. Even Ming Seventeen, being from a branch family, had risen along with the tide.

But only the Qi family appeared increasingly inadequate by comparison.

She had been pampered and spoiled by Mother her whole life. Now Song Wan, who should have remained a widow, had transformed into the noble Empress, and Song Nian was also marrying into a prestigious family. Only she—only she had to marry someone who had an empty title, no money, and no prospects.

How could she be willing?

Song Yao stared with tear-filled eyes at Madam Song. “Mother, quickly rally yourself and take control of the household management. Plan more for us three siblings. What good does it do to shrink back in your room day after day?”

Song Nian stood to the side without speaking, only lowering her head and listening quietly, as if everything had nothing to do with her.

“Yao’er, Mother cannot take over this household authority.”

Madam Song gazed at the canopy above, her tone profound. “Your father—from the day I married into the Song residence, he never had any intention of placing household management in my hands. From the first day I entered the Song residence, he was guarding against me.”

“He feared I would mistreat Song Fu and Song Wan, so although he gave me the matching seals and storehouse keys of the residence, the one who truly made decisions in the household was always Nanny Song.”

In all these years of being married into the Song residence, she had failed to cultivate her own trusted confidants. In the past, she had only thought it was because Su Yi was exceptionally skilled—dead for ten years yet still able to make the household servants bow and submit, recognizing only her as mistress.

But during this period, she finally had to admit that it was actually Song Lan’an who had always tacitly allowed Nanny Song to manage the household.

He had never trusted her—in fact, he had been guarding against her throughout these dozen-plus years.

Chapter 250: Imperial Marriage Decree
“When I was the mistress of the Song residence, I couldn’t even grasp household management. Now that Song Fu has become head of the family, what can I do?”

Madam Song looked helplessly at Song Yao, softly coaxing, “Yao’er, just resign yourself to fate. Live well with Qi Sulun—you’ll eventually make a good life.”

“I won’t resign myself! Why should I have to resign myself?”

Song Yao cried, “Song Wan is a widow yet can become mother of the nation. Why should I have to resign myself? Moreover, the Qi family marriage was selected by Mother for your daughter. Does Mother truly have no guilt or unwillingness in her heart?”

“Father clearly said to discuss the marriage again after he returned from the Shu River. Why was Mother so foolish that you couldn’t understand Father’s implied meaning?”

“Second Sister.”

Song Nian spoke up, frowning as she looked at Song Yao.

“What? What are you going to do? Lecture me again, is that it? What gives you the right?”

Song Yao cried until tears soaked her small face, saying hoarsely, “Is it wrong that I don’t want to resign myself, don’t want to marry into the Qi residence? Why should Mother’s mistake be borne by me?”

“What mistake did Mother make? That day when Father asked if you would agree to the marriage, weren’t you the one who said everything was up to Mother to decide?”

“Enough, Nian’er. It’s this mother’s fault. This mother failed to understand your father’s words. Yao’er is right.”

Madam Song rose crying. She pulled Song Nian and pleaded in a low voice, “Nian’er, you take after your father in temperament and have always been clever. Help Yao’er think of a way to break off the engagement with the Qi family.”

Song Yao was right—she too felt regret.

If she had known early on that Song Lan’an’s trip to the Shu River wasn’t to pledge allegiance to Nanqing, how would she have arranged a match with the Qi family for Song Yao?

That Qi Sulun truly wasn’t a good match!

“Nian’er, think of a way to help your second sister.”

Song Nian pressed her lips together and didn’t answer for a long time.

“Right now, her mind is full of how to latch onto Elder Sister who is the Empress. How would she have any thought to care about my affairs?”

“Nian’er, consider it Mother begging you.”

By now, she could see that everything Song Nian had said in the past was true. If she had listened to Song Nian’s words earlier, perhaps Yao’er wouldn’t have fallen to this state.

Madam Song wiped her tears. “Nian’er, Mother begs you—think of a way for Yao’er.”

Song Nian sighed. “What method does Mother think your daughter could have? Your daughter is just an unmarried maiden. Above, I cannot interfere in household management. Below, I cannot leave this Song residence. What method does Mother think your daughter could have?”

“This…”

Looking at Madam Song with her sunken cheeks, dazed eyes, and lips still tinged with grayish-white, Song Nian felt seven or eight parts aggrieved for the first time in her life.

With reddened eyes, she said, “Mother has never considered your daughter. Your daughter is marrying into Duke Yingguo’s residence, yet Mother has me oppose Sister-in-law at every turn. Mother’s whole heart is for Second Sister. Hasn’t Mother thought that if I, an unmarried daughter, ran around the residence stirring up trouble over my legitimate elder sister’s marriage affairs, and word got out, what would happen to your daughter?”

“In the past, you favored Second Sister and Lan’er. Your daughter never harbored resentment. But now seeing that Mother seems to completely disregard your daughter’s life and death, only thinking single-mindedly about how Second Sister will fare in the future.”

“Mother’s favoritism is truly too extreme, which has raised Second Sister into this character of having high ambitions but low ability, aiming high but achieving little.”

“Mother should rest and recuperate more. If there’s nothing else, your daughter won’t disturb you further.”

After Song Nian finished speaking, she turned and walked out.

“Nian’er…”

Madam Song hurriedly rose, suddenly feeling an unease that she would lose Song Nian. She wanted to get down and chase after her but was stopped by Song Yao.

“Your daughter already said her whole heart now is only to curry favor with the Empress. But she should look at what face she has—how would Elder Sister care about her life or death?”

“Mother, please rally yourself quickly. That old woman from the Qi residence talks every day about her daughter-in-law coming from the Song family. Your daughter truly doesn’t want to be associated with the Qi residence.”

“If it won’t work, Mother, please enter the palace to petition Elder Sister. Your daughter can only count on you.”

Song Yao knelt crying before Madam Song, continuously urging her to enter the palace to see Song Wan.

Madam Song had no choice but to agree to have someone send a calling card to Song Wan. If Song Wan would see her, she would speak up and ask.

“Your daughter will fetch brush and ink for Mother.”

Crying, she brought over brush and ink. Madam Song took up the brush and wrote a few characters, having Song Yao send them to the gatehouse.

Song Yao pulled Qiu Shui and hurriedly went to find a woman of the residence, wanting to send out Madam Song’s calling card. Just as they reached the hanging flower gate, they happened to see Nanny Song carrying Ming Xiang’s reply letter to Song Wan, as well as things from the residence to be sent into the palace, walking out.

“Nanny Song.”

“Does Second Miss have business with this old servant?”

“Looking at the format of the things in Nanny’s hands, they’re to be sent into the palace? It happens that Mother has a letter here. Could Nanny trouble yourself to send it into the palace along with the others for Mother?”

“Very well.”

Nanny Song took it and opened it right in front of Song Yao. Seeing this, Song Yao clenched her fists, pressing her lips together tightly in anger and resentment.

Her mother should have been the mistress of the residence, yet now she was constrained everywhere by an old servant. How could anyone be willing?

“Second Miss may return. This old servant will send the card into the palace.”

It only said that Madam Song wanted to enter the palace to see Song Wan. Nanny Song knew that at this moment, Song Wan wouldn’t see her. She did her a favor by placing the card together with Ming Xiang’s reply letter and walked out.

Song Yao watched her back, her heart full of anger and anxiety.

The letter and things sent from the residence didn’t reach Song Wan’s hands but were first delivered before Shen Qianyu.

Since Song Wan became pregnant, Shen Qianyu appeared relaxed but actually strictly supervised the harem. Now as soon as these things entered the palace, he opened and carefully examined them one by one. Only after seeing no danger did he carry them back to Changle Palace.

“Things sent from the Song residence. I just happened to meet a eunuch bringing them here outside, so I brought them over for you.”

Song Wan said, “They should be from Sister-in-law.”

The items were all objects with auspicious meanings—no food or personal items. Song Wan played with them for a while then set them aside, opening two letters.

Ming Xiang wrote some congratulatory words. After reading them, Song Wan smiled and opened the other one.

Shen Qianyu said, “I just looked at it. Madam Song wants to enter the palace to request an audience. Does Wan’er want to see her?”

Though he was asking Song Wan’s opinion, when mentioning Madam Song, his face full of distaste couldn’t be hidden.

Song Wan looked at him with a faint smile. “I won’t see her.”

“I know why she wants to see me—it’s just about Song Yao and the Qi family marriage.”

How could she use the Song family’s reputation that Father had exchanged with his life to satisfy Song Yao’s selfish desires?

“Reply that I currently have no time to attend to her.”

Hearing this, Heng Zhi nodded. Just as she was about to leave, Shen Qianyu suddenly said, “Her jumping around like this is truly vexing you. Let me issue an imperial marriage decree for her to completely solidify this marriage. Then she can die to this idea early.”

Shen Qianyu summoned Ji Rong, having him draft an imperial marriage decree to be sent to the Song residence. After completing this matter, he embraced Song Wan to accompany her to dine.

Since Nanny Song left, Song Yao had been waiting foolishly beneath the hanging flower gate. But she never expected that instead of waiting for an imperial edict summoning Mother into the palace, fulfilling her wish to escape that unsatisfactory marriage, she instead waited for an imperial marriage decree.

After the edict was read, she remained kneeling on the ground for a long time, unable to regain her senses.

Seeing this, Song Fu repeatedly thanked His Majesty’s great grace before putting away the edict.

Ming Xiang looked at Song Yao with her face full of despair, standing in place swaying as if about to collapse, and said coolly, “Congratulations, Second Sister. After the mourning period passes, Sister-in-law will certainly have you marry in grand style.”

Chapter 251: Cutting Her Hair
“You…”

Song Yao tilted her head back, about to speak, but was stopped by a single glance from Song Fu.

Her maid Qiushui hastily pulled her young mistress back, lowering her voice to plead with Ming Xiang.

“Send Second Miss back to her room.”

Ming Xiang spoke, then had Nanny Song take Song Yao away.

Watching their retreating figures, Ming Xiang said, “Today Madam submitted a memorial to the palace. It seems His Majesty grew weary of it and finally issued the imperial decree.”

She had not expected that after all this time, with the engagement tokens already exchanged between the Qi and Song families and the wedding only awaiting the end of the mourning period, Song Yao still had not given up.

She did not know what Madam Song was thinking—failing to manage Song Yao’s marriage when she should have, yet now that she should not interfere, she pushed relentlessly from behind.

Ming Xiang’s brow carried faint irritation, and Song Fu also frowned deeply, clearly impatient.

Their father’s mourning period had not yet ended, yet Song Yao never ceased her troublemaking. Fortunately, she had always only made trouble within the family’s inner courtyards. If she caused a scene outside the mansion and ruined the Song clan’s reputation, he would not know how to face their father’s spirit in heaven.

“You are tired as well. Go inside and rest.”

The couple returned to the Song family’s main courtyard, no longer concerning themselves with Song Yao.

But Song Yao seemed stimulated by today’s imperial decree. As soon as she returned to her chambers, she began crying loudly. She knew that once the imperial decree was issued there could be no going back, yet she simply would not accept it, could not resign herself to it.

The Song family was at the height of its power. Even though her elder brother was observing mourning at home, people constantly came to visit. Everyone knew Song Fu’s future prospects were unlimited. Even the second and third branches’ Song Ni and Song Zhao had many good families they previously dared not imagine coming to propose marriage.

Even her sister, who had never received their mother’s affection, could marry into the Duke Yingguo’s household. So why should she, a legitimate daughter of the Song family, have to marry into a declining family?

Song Yao lay on the table wailing. Qiushui anxiously tried to comfort her but to no effect.

With no other choice, Qiushui could only close all the doors and windows tightly, then pulled Song Yao back to the canopy bed to let her cry there.

“Miss, please do not blame this servant for overstepping, but the imperial decree has been issued. If others learn Miss is behaving this way, they will surely consider it disrespectful to His Majesty, dissatisfied with His Majesty’s arranged marriage.”

“I am dissatisfied with this arranged marriage…”

Song Yao had just opened her mouth when Qiushui carefully covered it. “Miss, speak no such words. Do you not want your head anymore?”

Qiushui’s eyes reddened with tears, her heart filled with fear.

“Rather than marry into the Qi family, I would rather not have this head.”

Roughly pushing Qiushui away, Song Yao ran in a few steps to Madam Song’s courtyard.

“Mother, save your daughter. I do not want to marry Qi Sulun.”

Seeing her kneeling on the ground crying until she could barely breathe, Madam Song felt an intense headache.

She hurriedly got down and embraced her daughter, softly comforting her. “Though the Qi family has declined, they still have their noble title. Moreover, Qi Sulun is legitimately born. The Qi family will not mistreat you.”

“Does Mother still intend to deceive me with such empty words even now? Do you yourself not know what kind of family this Qi household is?”

Madam Song’s heart filled with bitterness. “But now the imperial decree has been issued. There is no possibility of reversal. Yao’er, you must accept your fate.”

“I will not accept it.”

Song Yao stood up crying and shouting, accusing Madam Song word by word of ignoring Song Lan’an’s advice back then and forcibly arranging her marriage to the Qi family.

“His Majesty treasures Elder Sister like a pearl. Perhaps for Elder Sister’s sake he will withdraw the decree. Mother, please help me once more.”

“These past days, people have come to propose marriage for Song Ni and Song Zhao. Their prospective families’ standing is far better than the Qi family. How can I marry lower than those two? That Qi household has absolutely nothing worth mentioning.”

“How would His Majesty withdraw an imperial decree? Yao’er, stop making trouble.”

Song Yao’s accusations were like sharp needles constantly stabbing into the most painful spot in Madam Song’s heart.

She had endured and compromised for a lifetime in the Song household, all for the sake of her children. Yet why in the end had she only gained a husband who guarded against her all his life, an eldest daughter who did not understand her painstaking efforts, and a younger daughter who now refused to see her at all?

The more Madam Song thought about it, the more her heart ached. She collapsed to the floor, constantly wiping away tears, allowing Song Yao to cry and make her scene.

Nian’er was right—it was her indulgence of Yao’er that had raised her into someone who did not know the weight of things.

Seeing that no matter how she pleaded, Madam Song remained unmoved, Song Yao knew she would no longer help her.

In utter despair, Song Yao rushed to the sewing basket on the table and snatched up the silver scissors inside, pointing them at her own throat.

“Your daughter truly does not want to marry into the Qi family. If there is no other way out, I would rather die.”

She had always been proud, never putting the mansion’s other sisters in her eyes.

Even with Song Wan, she only pitied her for becoming a widow at a young age, but in her heart had never truly looked up to this elder sister of hers.

Yet now, a former widow had become Empress, while she could only marry into a family with nothing but an empty facade. How could she accept this?

What made it even harder to bear was that even Song Zhao from the third branch had three or four families coming to propose marriage, including the Cui family that had not thought highly of her initially.

Song Yao bit her lip, but the hand pressing the scissors was unusually steady.

What was Song Zhao? Her father was a concubine-born son of the Song household, famous throughout the capital as a wastrel dandy who only knew how to frequent pleasure districts. Her maternal family did not even hold official positions, barely qualifying as a prominent clan.

And herself?

Her father was the Grand Councilor, her mother came from the noble Su family, her eldest sister was Empress, her brother was the Song clan’s patriarch. With such a background, how could she marry lower than Song Zhao?

The Cui family had abandoned her and chosen Song Zhao. How could she accept a family of lower standing than the Cui family?

She was a Song daughter. She had her own pride. She absolutely would not agree to this marriage.

A flash of determination crossed Song Yao’s eyes as she raised her hand to stab toward her own throat.

“Yao’er!”

Madam Song started in alarm and lunged forward to seize the silver scissors from Song Yao’s hand.

“What are you doing? His Majesty just issued the imperial decree, and you immediately want to harm yourself. Do you wish to defy the decree, to have His Majesty punish the Song household?”

“Do you want His Majesty to grow disgusted with the Song family, to turn your father’s lifetime of effort to ashes?”

Song Yao still clutched those scissors tightly, but Madam Song was truly enraged now. She bit down hard on her daughter’s hand.

Clang! The scissors fell to the floor. Madam Song picked them up crying, then furiously grabbed her own hair and cut it off handful by handful.

“You hate me, then hate me. I hate myself as well.”

Great swaths of dark hair were cut away as Madam Song pulled at her own hair like one possessed.

She did not know what she had done in this life. Her own husband was heartless toward her, and both daughters she had personally raised had become estranged from her. What pained her even more was that Song Yao kept blaming her, yet never considered her own suffering.

“Since you hate me, I will no longer appear before you. I will go to the Song family’s ancestral temple to keep company with the Buddha lamps. But no matter what, you must marry into the Qi family.”

She still had Lan’er. How could she let Song Yao destroy in one blow the Song clan’s future that Song Lan’an had traded her life to secure?

“When there is no one left in this household for you to depend on, I want to see how you continue making trouble.”

The daughter she had personally raised wanted her to defy an imperial decree for her own sake. This was clearly trying to force her to death. How could she accept this!

Chapter 252: Family Temple
Mother and daughter tore at each other in the room. Madam Song’s head of dark hair was cut into a jagged, chaotic mess.

Qiushui tried for a long time to pull them apart but could not separate them, and even injured herself in the struggle.

Tanzhou did not participate. She had already run to the outer courtyard to find Song Fu.

“Enough, stop this.”

When Song Fu and Ming Xiang entered the room, they saw the entire floor covered in severed hair mixed with bloodstains scattered everywhere. He reached out to shield Ming Xiang behind him, then pointed to the servants behind him, ordering them to separate the two women.

“What is this commotion? Do you wish to defy the imperial decree?”

Song Fu’s face was dark as he looked at Song Yao. Seeing her tearful appearance, he said coldly, “When did you learn these tricks of threatening suicide? As a Song family daughter, where has your integrity gone?”

“Integrity?”

“What integrity do Song family daughters have?”

Song Yao looked at the chaos covering the floor. Not only did she not restrain herself, she became even more frenzied. “The Song family’s eldest legitimate daughter, to seek fame and fortune, did not hesitate to carry on an affair with the Crown Prince under the name of being a wife of the Marquis Chengyang’s household. Now that she has climbed to a high branch, she tramples on her sisters in the mansion. Is this the integrity of Song family daughters?”

She had only wanted her mother to enter the palace and ask Song Wan to help her reject the Qi family marriage, yet Song Wan had turned around and had His Majesty issue a decree for the arranged marriage. A Song family daughter who could do such vicious things—what integrity could she speak of?

“A widow remarrying can still become Empress of a nation. Laughable, how laughable.”

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

Ming Xiang sternly rebuked her, so angry her cheeks burned.

What Song Yao said today was enough to destroy the reputations of both Song Wan and the Song household.

She came from the Song household. Once these words were spoken, whether true or false, people would believe them and they would be exploited by those with ulterior motives.

Song Wan becoming Empress had already invited much criticism. If not for His Majesty forcibly suppressing the opposition voices at court and their father’s desperate plea, how could Wan’er have achieved today’s position? Moreover, Wan’er was currently pregnant. If Song Yao caused trouble that disturbed her peace of mind, if anything happened…

Ming Xiang was angry. Just as she was about to speak, Song Fu stopped her.

Song Fu walked into the room, looking down at Song Yao from above. “What do you want?”

Song Yao said, “I want to break off the engagement with the Qi family.”

Seeing Song Fu speak, she relaxed slightly in her heart.

Song Fu valued Song Wan most highly and would never allow anyone to speak ill of her. Naturally Song Yao would not be foolish enough to actually blacken Song Wan’s reputation. She knew that whether the Song household or herself, they all needed to rely on Song Wan’s influence to climb higher.

But to achieve her current goal, she could only use this to threaten Song Fu.

Song Yao cried, “Elder Brother, Yao’er truly does not want to marry into the Qi family. If Elder Brother insists on forcing Yao’er to marry into the Qi family, Yao’er would rather die.”

Hearing this, Song Fu frowned. “Your meaning is that you wish to defy the imperial decree?”

“His Majesty cherishes Elder Sister. As long as Elder Sister speaks a few soft words for Yao’er, His Majesty will agree to withdraw the decree.”

Years ago when Song Wan returned to the mansion, the Crown Prince came to bestow many gifts upon Song Wan, and even mocked her and Nian’er for being presumptuous, showing that even then the Crown Prince was deeply attached to Song Wan.

This was such a small matter. If Song Wan spoke up, His Majesty would surely agree.

Song Yao raised her head, repeatedly beseeching Song Fu.

“Elder Brother, please grant Yao’er this favor.”

Song Fu stood in place without speaking. After a moment, he turned to look at Madam Song. “What is Mother’s intention?”

“I…”

Madam Song slumped weakly on the floor in a disheveled state. She stared at Song Yao for a long time before murmuring, “You and Wan’er are her elder siblings. Can you not grant Yao’er this one favor? Marriage is a major matter, concerning a daughter’s entire life. I beg you, Fu’er, please grant Yao’er this favor.”

Song Fu lowered his eyes slightly. After a moment he spoke to Nanny Song behind him. “Mother, due to excessive grief over Father, has cut off her own hair and wishes to become a nun and cultivate herself. The clan has approved.”

“This old servant understands.”

Before Madam Song could react, she was dragged out by Nanny Song and several other servants.

“You truly wish to break off the engagement with the Qi family?”

Seeing her mother dragged out, Song Yao felt somewhat at a loss. She stared blankly at Song Fu, her heart filled with fear.

For some reason, at this moment Song Yao seemed to see her father. Fear tightened her throat until she could not speak a single word.

“I understand.”

After Song Fu finished speaking, he turned and left. Seeing this, Ming Xiang followed closely behind him.

“Is the master still in the study?”

“Yes.”

The small maid beside Ming Xiang nodded gently.

After leaving Madam Song’s room, Song Fu had remained in Song Lan’an’s study for a long time without emerging. Ming Xiang worried in her heart, dismissed those around her, and went to the study entrance alone.

Inside the room, Song Fu was holding a book, lost in thought.

His expression was solemn, not knowing what he was thinking about. Ming Xiang stood outside the window, quietly watching him.

The sky went from bright to dark. For as long as Ming Xiang stood outside the window in the eaves corridor, Song Fu remained lost in thought inside the room.

Not until the third watch drumbeat sounded did Nanny Song come to report.

“Madam.”

Ming Xiang’s voice was hoarse. “Everything has been handled?”

“Yes.”

She nodded faintly. “You may go.”

Nanny Song walked forward a few steps. When she was about to enter the study, she suddenly turned back and walked to Ming Xiang’s side.

“When the master first took over the clan affairs, there was once a scene like today’s.”

“At that time, the young master had already been born. The young miss also sat like this in the study, accompanying the master without saying a word.”

“The young miss said this was an inevitable matter, sooner or later.”

Ming Xiang raised her head. “Who was it?”

Nanny Song said, “Three brothers from a branch family.”

“Why?”

“At that time, the master had just entered the Secretariat, his reputation flourishing. Those three brothers were addicted to gambling. After losing their ancestral property, they set their sights on the master and went to find Xu Shicheng, who was then competing most fiercely with the master.”

“They fabricated some deadly things that caused no small damage to the clan.”

Hearing this, Ming Xiang smiled faintly.

The Ming family had many descendants—legitimate and concubine branches numbering over a thousand. What sort of character did they not have among their children?

Such matters, for someone like her and Song Fu who came from prominent families, might not be called common but they had often heard of such things.

But when this matter fell upon Song Fu, she felt it particularly painful.

Ming Xiang looked at Nanny Song and smiled gently. “Nanny need not worry about me, nor worry about my husband. He is only walking the path Father walked.”

“What Father cared about, what he wanted to protect—this responsibility will be borne by my husband in the future. Whether it is the Song household’s good name or the Song clan’s safety, my husband will protect them with his life just as Father did.”

Nanny Song’s eyes reddened. “This old servant is happy for the young miss. If the young miss were still here and saw the young master and young young miss like this, she would surely be immensely comforted.”

Ming Xiang nodded, gripping her handkerchief even tighter.

Her husband was now master of the household and patriarch of the clan. She too must become even more resilient going forward.

Ming Xiang stood outside the window, watching as Nanny Song spoke a few words with Song Fu. Song Fu looked up at her in surprise, and she smiled faintly, raising her hand to wave gently at him.

The couple’s eyes met, both smiling gently.

After Nanny Song finished reporting, Song Fu came out from the room and removed his outer robe to drape over Ming Xiang. “You have worked hard. I made you worry.”

“Xiang’er is not tired. Xiang’er will always accompany you.”

Song Fu nodded with a slight smile. The couple returned to their room together.

Early the next morning, Song Nian was still in her room, not yet risen, when Yinsu came running in hurriedly and shook her awake.

“Did Song Yao cause more trouble?”

Though she knew Song Yao had made another scene yesterday, she was truly too lazy to bother and had not asked Yinsu to inquire about yesterday’s events. Seeing Yinsu’s appearance today, she guessed Song Yao must have caused some disaster again.

“Second Miss…”

“Madam…”

Yinsu swallowed, then said calmly, “Yesterday when Second Miss was escorting Madam to the family temple, she fell down the mountain and… and… on the spot… she’s gone.”

Chapter 253: Outcome
Hearing this, Song Nian abruptly sat up. “What did you say?”

“What happened?”

She stared at Yinsu, her eyes full of shock. “Why would Mother suddenly go to the family temple? And even if she went to the family temple, why would Second Sister escort her? And why do this at night without telling anyone?”

“How could Second Sister suddenly fall down the mountain?”

Yinsu shook her head. “This servant does not know. I only heard it from servants in the outer courtyard.”

“Early this morning when I rose to find Granny Zhang in the kitchen, as I approached I saw her whispering with others. I moved closer to listen and heard her say that yesterday Madam cut off her own hair, saying she wanted to go to the family temple to keep company with the Buddha lamps.”

“I inquired about it. At the time, many people in Madam’s courtyard heard these words. Qiushui even injured her arm over this matter and bled all over the courtyard.”

“Why would Mother suddenly want to go to the family temple?”

Yinsu said in a low voice, “The servants all say Second Miss forced her.”

“After Madam and Second Miss quarreled, Tanzhou went to find the family head. When the family head arrived, he sent everyone away, so no one knows what happened after that.”

“Yesterday both Madam’s and Second Miss’s courtyards were completely quiet. I went to look and they were indeed both sealed up.”

Yinsu’s eyes reddened. “Miss, what should we do?”

Song Nian clutched her skirt, also panicking.

After thinking for a long while, she finally said, “What about Lan’er?”

“Currently being cared for by Nanny Song. The young master’s situation is fine.”

“Let me think.”

Song Nian lowered her eyes for a moment, irritably wiping the sweat from her palms.

“Where were Elder Brother and Sister-in-law yesterday?”

“Always in the master’s study, never coming out.”

“What about Nanny Song?”

“This servant does not know.”

“Did anyone come yesterday to receive Mother and Elder Sister?”

“I have not heard of anyone coming to the mansion yesterday.”

Song Nian slumped dejectedly onto an embroidered stool, her eyes slightly red. “Even if Mother felt distraught and wanted to stay by the Buddha lamps, she should not have been sent away overnight. Elder Brother doing this must mean Mother said something or did something that displeased him greatly.”

“Second Sister, she…”

She probably recklessly said something deadly.

Though Elder Brother was not particularly close to them, he was not a petty person who would seek revenge over trifles. For him to do this, Second Sister must have done something foolish that endangered the Song clan.

In just a moment, Song Nian guessed about seventy to eighty percent of what Song Yao had said.

She pressed her lips together, tears sliding down her cheeks to her collar.

“It is all my fault. I should not have said those things in front of Second Sister. Since I knew her character, why did I tell her those deadly speculations?”

Those words, if heard by Elder Brother, might not necessarily lead to anything, but if heard by the Song clan patriarch, how could Second Sister have any way to survive?

Song Nian covered her face, crying endlessly.

“Miss, this servant does not understand.”

Yinsu lowered her voice. “Miss means that Second Miss’s death came from within the household… why?”

“She either spoke nonsense to besmirch the Empress’s chastity, or she wanted the Song household to leverage His Majesty’s deep affection for Elder Sister for her own selfish gain.”

Thinking of yesterday’s imperial decree for the arranged marriage, Song Nian gripped her handkerchief tightly.

Yinsu’s eyes widened. “Miss means Second Miss wanted the Song household to use the Empress’s influence to overturn the imperial marriage decree?”

“This… this…”

Hearing these words, Song Nian could no longer hold back and covered her face, crying softly.

Even Yinsu could see this clearly—why did Second Sister not understand?

Elder Sister being honored as Empress seemed like icing on the cake for the Song household, but how was it not also a precarious situation? Yun Fei and the Third Prince were in Nanqing. It seemed His Majesty trusted the Song household completely, but wasn’t Elder Sister in the palace also there to restrain Imperial Consort Yun?

During this period, even the usually improper Third Uncle had tucked in his tail and behaved himself, yet her Second Sister repeatedly caused trouble without end…

Some time ago, she had clearly calmed down, but because of her foolish words, she fell into obsession again.

Song Nian cried bitterly, deeply regretting that she had not restrained her temper that day and insisted on arguing with Song Yao over those useless matters.

“Miss, please stop crying. The household has not yet… has not yet announced Second Miss’s mourning. Perhaps the servants are speaking nonsense.”

“There will be no mourning announcement, at least not at this time.”

Song Nian cried, “The imperial decree was just issued yesterday, and Second Sister had an accident immediately after. It is too suspicious. Elder Brother will report this matter to His Majesty, but publicly there will be no words spoken.”

“Why?”

Yinsu did not understand.

“Informing His Majesty shows loyalty. Not announcing mourning is to preserve the Song household’s dignity.”

Her Second Sister could only depart so quietly, and the story of falling down the mountain was merely an excuse to placate the servants.

This excuse was full of holes and invited far too much speculation, but precisely because of this, those servants would keep their mouths firmly shut, fearing they might violate the masters’ taboos.

For a moment, Song Nian did not know whether to resent Elder Brother’s ruthlessness or hate herself for her sharp tongue that had harmed Song Yao.

As master and servant were secretly wiping tears in the room, Zhuye entered from outside.

“Miss, Nanny Song is looking for you.”

Song Nian stood up and wiped the tears from her face, knowing that Ming Xiang must have words for her.

The servants in the household and the other two branches might not need to know about this matter, but she could not remain ignorant of the truth.

Moreover, Sister-in-law also needed to see her reaction to this matter.

After washing her face, Song Nian slowly walked out.

In the Song household’s main hall, Ming Xiang was discussing matters with several head servants. Seeing Song Nian arrive, she waved her hand slightly to dismiss everyone.

Her movements were natural and fluid. Though her face still carried some youthful inexperience, her gaze and the authority she emanated were unmatched. Song Nian lowered her eyes slightly, unable to recall what Ming Xiang had looked like when she first married into the Song household, when her speech was still not quite smooth.

“You have come. Sit.”

Casually pointing to the chair before her, Ming Xiang said, “What did you hear people in the household say today?”

“What are your thoughts?”

Song Nian remained silent, momentarily not knowing how to answer.

After a long while, she finally said, “Were her words disrespectful, or was she relying on favor to act arrogantly?”

Her question seemed to come from nowhere, but hearing it, Ming Xiang smiled faintly, inwardly praising her.

“I always knew you were clever, but I did not know you were this clever. Since you can ask this question, it shows you understand propriety.”

“Your elder brother feared you would develop resentment toward the household, which is why he had me come to explain things to you.”

Ming Xiang sighed deeply. “Before I married into the Song household, I did not understand why Father would allow Wan’er to go to the Marquis Chengyang’s household to be a widow. But now I understand.”

Her tone carried helplessness. “Some matters—as an elder brother one can remain indifferent, but as clan patriarch one cannot fail to act.”

“Lan’er will be raised in my quarters going forward, and Nanny Song will also be there to teach him.”

Song Nian’s mouth opened slightly. Her heart ached, yet she had to say that Sister-in-law had worked hard.

Seeing that Song Nian showed no resentment, Ming Xiang secretly breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately, Song Nian was not like Madam Song and Song Yao. This was truly gratifying.

Chapter 254: Growing Distant
Song Yao departed silently, not stirring the slightest ripple in the Song household.

She had always been a young lady secluded in the inner chambers—no one in the family inquired about her, and no one outside knew of her.

Song Nian sat in her room gazing at the scenery outside the window, her temperament becoming increasingly silent. Only occasionally when she saw Ming Xiang would she put on a sweet smile to display her lively and clever side.

During the New Year celebrations, she would dine together with her elder brother and sister-in-law as well as people from the second and third branches. Song Fu increasingly resembled their father. Several times when Song Nian looked at his back and profile, she felt somewhat dazed, as if she were seeing their father again in the mansion.

As for her sister-in-law, she had become what Song Nian believed a household mistress should be, what she had once most hoped her mother could have been.

“Miss, the letters you sent to the family temple have all been returned by the old madam.”

Song Nian took the letter, asking in a low voice, “Did she return them herself, or did the household return them?”

Yinsu said, “Madam returned them herself. She said she has now left the mortal world behind and told Miss not to concern yourself with someone beyond worldly affairs.”

“Mother, she…”

Song Nian lowered her head, unable to tell if her mother had no heart to care for her or had finally awakened and could not bear to burden her.

Unable to figure it out, she simply stopped trying.

Throwing the letters into a copper basin, Song Nian lit a fire and personally watched the flames consume the paper, turning it to black ash.

“Yinsu, there is no need to go to the family temple anymore. The household will take good care of Mother.”

“Miss…”

Song Nian smiled and shook her head. “If she has no place for me in her heart as before, my visiting her would only remind her of Second Sister, making her sad and upset instead.”

“If she does have a place for me in her heart… she would probably hope I hate her, never bother with her again, and peacefully marry into the Ming family.”

Yinsu watched her own young miss, clearly in the bloom of youth yet with eyes that somehow carried a deep weariness. Her nose stung with emotion.

Song Nian’s temperament had always been obedient. Now she was so quiet it was as if she did not exist in the mansion at all. Whenever Ming Xiang recalled the scene on her wedding day when Song Nian brought pastries to the bridal chamber and sweetly called her sister-in-law, she felt a bitter pang.

“What are you thinking about?”

Song Fu stood behind Ming Xiang, extending two fingers to lightly trace across her cheek.

Ming Xiang’s face reddened. “Hus… husband.”

Song Fu chuckled. “You are so eloquent outside nowadays, yet when we are alone in our room, why does your speech become less smooth?”

Ming Xiang glared at him, her ear tips burning red.

“You… you already know why.”

Drawing a book from beside him, Song Fu placed it before Ming Xiang, then changed into casual clothes and reclined on the daybed. Ming Xiang picked up the book, turned to where she had left off reading yesterday, and began to read.

This was one of their private pleasures as husband and wife. Since the day she married Song Fu, he would find books each day for her to slowly read aloud to him.

At first, she could not finish even one page in an entire evening, but Song Fu never lost patience and would practice each character with her repeatedly.

Thinking of those past moments, Ming Xiang felt shy in her heart and suddenly lost focus, reading a sentence incorrectly.

Song Fu raised his head, looking at her with a half-smile that made Ming Xiang’s entire face flush red.

He spoke even less these days, but even without Song Fu saying anything, she could see the teasing and playfulness in his eyes.

Ming Xiang wrinkled her nose and glared at him indignantly, but not only did this fail to intimidate Song Fu, it instead made him laugh softly.

Not daring to look at him anymore, Ming Xiang composed herself and slowly continued reading.

It was not until the couple was about to rest that Song Fu finally said slowly, “Wan’er is far along now. Going forward, do not send letters to the palace anymore. Let things gradually fade.”

In the darkness, Ming Xiang softly hummed in agreement, obediently accepting.

Wan’er was about to give birth. If she delivered a prince, he would be His Majesty’s legitimate eldest son. Once the mourning period ended and he returned to court, the front court and inner palace should no longer maintain such close contact.

Song Fu lay on his back gazing at the canopy above, recalling when he was young and his father had held him while making wine in the courtyard together with his aunt.

Back then, Father had also greatly cherished his aunt, but after she entered the palace, the siblings gradually grew distant.

As a youth, Song Fu had not understood, but now as he followed in his father’s footsteps, he could gradually understand his feelings from back then.

Some affection, though unexpressed, still remained in the heart.

Raising his hand to draw Ming Xiang into his embrace, Song Fu sighed. “I heard Wan’er is having a difficult time with this pregnancy, with severe reactions. I wonder how she is doing.”

Ming Xiang extended her hand to grasp Song Fu’s hand. “His Majesty loves Wan’er and will give her the best care. Husband, do not worry.”

Song Fu hummed lowly, then after a moment said, “You do not know—when Wan’er was small, she talked constantly. When she was just learning to speak, she would call ‘Elder Brother, Elder Brother’ all day long. Later when she grew to be just a tiny thing, at that adorable age when children are like carved jade, whenever she saw me she would call out ‘Elder Brother’ so sweetly.”

“What is ‘so sweetly’?”

“At that time, Nanny Song somehow bought some Liu’s toffee to sweeten her mouth, and she remembered it.”

“Wan’er has been clever since childhood.”

Song Fu smiled. “After that, I would always buy her toffee to eat. When she was seven or eight, she lost a tooth from eating too much, which frightened me into never buying it for her again.”

Ming Xiang squeezed Song Fu’s palm, not knowing how to comfort him.

No matter how well His Majesty treated Wan’er, he was first the sovereign of the nation, and only then Wan’er’s husband.

Though the Song household would rise to great heights by relying on Wan’er’s influence, it was also destined that both sides could no longer be as close and intimate as before.

“I wonder what kind of temperament Wan’er and His Majesty’s child will have?”

Song Fu thought for a moment. “Should be extraordinarily clever.”

The couple’s intimate nighttime conversation was tender and affectionate, yet they did not know that Shen Qianyu looked utterly haggard, as if having suffered a serious illness.

Song Wan’s reaction to this pregnancy was severe. From the time her belly began to show, she could not keep food down. Moreover, if there were any strange or unusual fragrances in the room, her face would turn pale and her stomach would churn, and she would vomit up whatever she ate throughout the day.

If not for her overall condition being acceptable with no signs of lethargy, Shen Qianyu would have torn off the roof of the Imperial Medical Bureau and made those old imperial physicians suffer wind, rain, scorching sun, and bitter cold every single day.

Carrying a bowl of pure white rice porridge cooked until it had a faint oily sheen to Song Wan, Shen Qianyu took a spoon and had her open her mouth.

“I personally made this plain porridge. No one else has touched it, so there is absolutely no scent of rouge or incense.”

“This spoon is also newly made and has never scooped anything with meat or fish. Wan’er, try a mouthful.”

Song Wan supported her belly and reached out to take the porcelain bowl.

“I can do it myself. You look even more haggard than me right now.”

“And where is the need for such pampering? Just have the small kitchen staff make it. I cannot bear to see you so exhausted.”

Song Wan’s tone was gentle, her words also carrying distress. Hearing her soft “you” and “me,” Shen Qianyu’s heart bloomed with sweetness.

In the past when Wan’er addressed him as “Your Majesty” or “the Emperor,” he did not think much of it, but only now did he feel that he was finally entering Wan’er’s heart bit by bit.

Shen Qianyu smiled foolishly. The man’s large palm gripped the specially made small spoon, with dark circles under his eyes yet looking delighted beyond measure.

“Wan’er feels sorry for me, so she will only eat more of what I cook.”

“Wan’er, open your mouth.”

Song Wan smiled helplessly and could only let Shen Qianyu have his way.

She did not know why, but this pregnancy was particularly difficult.

Not only was it tormenting her, it was also tormenting Shen Qianyu. Looking at Shen Qianyu appearing even more haggard and exhausted than herself, Song Wan subconsciously lowered her head to stroke her belly.

Chapter 255: Selection
“Does Wan’er feel uncomfortable?”

Song Wan shook her head and stroked Shen Qianyu’s cheek with distress.

The man tilted his head slightly, nuzzling against her palm, then continued scooping white porridge from the bowl to feed Song Wan.

On the table sat four small sweet white glaze dishes—simple and plain without patterns, elegant white porcelain bottoms paired with emerald green vegetables that had only been blanched in hot water. The appearance was refreshing and clean.

Only such fare could arouse Song Wan’s slight appetite.

Shen Qianyu picked up the oily green vegetables and placed them on the white porridge that had been cooked until the rice oil emerged, once again bringing it before Song Wan.

“Does your stomach still feel acidic today?”

“Not anymore.”

Song Wan could only eat two mouthfuls before feeling unable to continue, but she did not want Shen Qianyu to worry, so she forced herself to eat a bit more.

“If you cannot eat, then stop. When you get hungry tonight, I will cook some noodle soup for you.”

“Your Majesty has been at my side these past days without resting well. Why not return to Yangxin Hall to rest for a day today?”

During the day she could not eat, but at night she would often suddenly feel hungry and uncomfortable, always needing to summon attendants to prepare food for her. Shen Qianyu had not had a full night’s sleep in a long time. Song Wan always felt distressed.

But his temperament was stubborn. No matter what she said, he insisted on staying at Changle Palace, which made Song Wan feel guilty.

“Wan’er, do not call me Your Majesty. I do not like hearing it.”

Clearing away the bowls and chopsticks on the table, Shen Qianyu half-supported Song Wan to sit down on the phoenix couch.

“Wan’er, come here.”

Taking the moisturizing cream specially formulated for Song Wan by the Imperial Medical Bureau in his hands, Shen Qianyu helped her remove her outer garments and slowly began to apply it.

He applied it with complete focus, his movements gentle and slow. Even though the couple could not share a bed due to having a child on the way, Shen Qianyu had never once complained.

Perhaps due to the extreme emotional fluctuations during pregnancy, Song Wan’s eyes stung as she watched his movements, tinged with tears.

Shen Qianyu was gently massaging her severely swollen calves when he looked up and saw his Wan’er’s eyes reddening.

Shen Qianyu started in alarm, stiffly raising both hands in panic. “Did I press too hard and hurt you?”

Song Wan shook her head.

“Wan’er…”

Shen Qianyu moved closer, drawing her into his embrace and asking carefully, “Do you feel wronged?”

She had suffered so much bearing children for him—she must feel wronged.

Shen Qianyu’s distress grew. He hurriedly wiped the slippery cream from his hands on his robe hem and helped Song Wan wipe away the tears on her face.

“Wan’er, what is wrong?”

His tone was anxious. Only after asking repeatedly did he hear Song Wan say, “Some time ago at court, memorials were submitted requesting Your Majesty hold a selection of palace ladies. Your Majesty should not have refused.”

Hearing this, Shen Qianyu froze and lowered his head, his heart full of grievance and sadness. But then he saw Song Wan opening her eyes, which were filled with tender affection and a dependence he had never seen before.

He had never imagined that one day he would see such emotion in Song Wan’s eyes.

Shen Qianyu first felt wild joy, then immediately welled up with overwhelming tenderness.

He and Song Wan had known each other for a long time. He had seen her standing alone yet capable of handling everything independently with heroic bearing. He had also seen her decisive and ruthless attitude in severing emotional ties without hesitation. But only this dependence and softness—he had never seen it in Song Wan’s eyes before.

Shen Qianyu thought for a moment, then said softly, “I once said I wanted to be an ordinary husband and wife with Wan’er. Those words were sincere.”

“Things that do not happen in ordinary couples’ homes will not happen between us either.”

“I have never seen those pig butchers and blacksmiths outside holding selections of palace ladies every few years.”

Shen Qianyu lowered his head, playing with the long hair by Song Wan’s ear, and said in a low voice, “I know that although Wan’er has heard these words, you do not believe them in your heart. So even though you have feelings for me, you keep reminding yourself that I am the sovereign of the nation, not your husband.”

“Wan’er depends on me in your heart, yet you keep reminding yourself to guard against me.”

“Though I know you do not do this intentionally, but…”

“I also feel hurt and wronged.”

Shen Qianyu’s tone carried some urgency. “Wan’er, do not guard against me because of my position, and do not secretly distance yourself from me in your heart because of my position.”

“I know that in the world’s eyes, vows are as abundant as flowers in a mirror or the moon in water—all seemingly magnificent but actually vague and hollow words. But what I say has always come from my heart.”

“I know Wan’er does not believe my words, but can Wan’er try to believe me, depend on me, just in the present moment?”

“If I am worthy of trust today, then entrust yourself to me. If I am not worthy of trust in the future, you can abandon me and guard against me then.”

“Human hearts easily change. I dare not promise unwavering devotion to Wan’er until death, but right now, when you want to depend on me and trust me, do not restrain yourself. Do not force yourself to be constantly cautious and guarded.”

He wanted Wan’er to depend on him. He did not want to see Song Wan carefully testing his sincerity when she was vulnerable.

His Wan’er should always be like the moon in the sky—pure, cold, and noble. He would rather always look up at Wan’er than bear to see her show even the slightest hint of cautious probing.

After becoming pregnant, Wan’er’s thoughts had become quite heavy. Combined with her physical discomfort making eating and sleeping difficult, she had been tormented considerably. During this time, she had been emotionally irritable and distressed several times yet only buried it in her heart, never revealing it.

He was by her side every day and could naturally sense Song Wan’s emotional changes, but he could not find the reason nor could he console her.

Only today had he finally glimpsed a clue in her eyes.

“Wan’er, if you are tired of me, just say so. I will go somewhere far away to hide. But if you like me, or if you do not want the court officials to bring up the selection matter again, you must also tell me.”

His temperament was clumsy, unable to understand the delicate and subtle emotions of women.

Shen Qianyu murmured in a low voice, “Do not make me guess what is in your heart. If you do not speak, I will always fear I might guess wrong.”

“Wan’er…”

“Is it that you do not want anyone to bring up the selection matter?”

“I do not want it.”

After a long while, Song Wan nodded.

When she married Jiang Xingjian, she had never cared whether he took concubines or elevated them. Even back then when Lin Jiayue called out for “one lifetime, one world, one pair of lovers,” she had only found it laughable and foolish.

But after marrying Shen Qianyu, even just slightly imagining that in the future someone else would stand by his side and receive his care as she did, Song Wan felt stifled in her heart.

“Do not want it…”

Shen Qianyu repeated in a murmur, but the smile on his face could not be concealed no matter what.

No one knew how long he had waited for this day.

He had always hoped Wan’er could be more willful before him, casting aside the rules and propriety that had always constrained her. Finally, today he had waited for it.

Shen Qianyu lowered his head and gently pressed his lips to Song Wan’s, feeling the faint body warmth of his beloved.

“Wan’er, how wonderful.”

Just thinking that he was the only one in this world who could make Song Wan step out from the rules and frameworks that bound her, blooming with tender affection only for him alone, even feeling jealous for him—Shen Qianyu felt this life was enough.

“Wan’er, rest assured. From now on, no one will bother you with selection matters again.”

Though Song Wan did not want to see other women by Shen Qianyu’s side, she also knew that sparse imperial offspring would hinder the state and country. Just as she was about to tell him not to heed her words, he interrupted her.

“Wan’er need not say more. My mind is made up.”

Just imagining if it were not Song Wan lying beside him, Shen Qianyu felt uncomfortable all over.

He thought that for this lifetime, he would be unable to leave Wan’er and would be unable to adapt to life without her.

Chapter 256: Shi Yan
After the two finished their conversation, whenever someone brought up the matter of the imperial selection during court sessions, Shen Qianyu would refuse using the excuse that the national treasury was not abundant and Dongning had no silver to spare. For those who remained undeterred, Shen Qianyu declared that whoever proposed the selection would have their own household provide the funds to host it. As time passed, the voices calling for the selection gradually faded away.

Song Wan seemed to have endured through the most uncomfortable stage of her pregnancy, and her entire person became lighter and more cheerful. Yet Shen Qianyu appeared to have become obsessed with caring for Song Wan, still staying by her side every moment without leaving even a single step. Until the day of labor, he never once departed.

Song Wan’s delivery was not particularly smooth. Perhaps because the fetus in her womb took after Shen Qianyu, the little one was physically robust and not small in size either. During birth, Song Wan suffered quite a bit. Shen Qianyu waited outside the delivery room, his entire body cold and trembling incessantly.

“Your Majesty need not worry. The Empress is blessed with great fortune and will surely deliver mother and child safely.”

Ji Rong softly consoled him from the side, while Wan Xiao stood in the distance, equally worried for his young master. Shen Qianyu’s gaze stared straight at the tightly closed door, his ears not hearing a single word from anyone. He only felt as though his three souls and seven spirits had flown somewhere unknown, his entire person existing in a state of bewilderment and daze. It wasn’t until a loud infant’s cry came from within the room that he looked up to the heavens with a long sigh, nearly collapsing to his knees with weak legs.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty! The Empress has delivered the First Prince. Both mother and child are safe…”

The head physicians responsible for obstetrics at the Imperial Medical Academy all stood up together, wiping the sweat from their foreheads. The midwife, carrying the wrinkled bundle of a swaddled infant, walked out with a face full of smiles.

“Wan Xiao, watch over my imperial son.”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu pushed past the palace maids, wanting to enter the delivery room.

“Your Majesty, you cannot.”

Before anyone could stop him, he had already walked to Song Wan’s side in just a few steps.

“Your Majesty…”

Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were holding copper basins in their hands, preparing to clean Song Wan. Shen Qianyu silently stepped forward to take the copper basin and personally wiped away the stains on her body.

“Wan’er, are you alright?”

Song Wan’s face was deathly pale, like gold paper. Her disheveled hair, dampened with sweat, stuck to her face—an utterly wretched sight. Yet Shen Qianyu felt that his Wan’er, no matter when, was so beautiful that she startled his heart.

“Wan’er, you’ve worked hard.”

Song Wan weakly shook her head, smiling at his biased words. This was also her child—what hardship was there to speak of? However, she was truly exhausted at the moment. Unable to speak even a few words, she drifted into a half-conscious, half-sleeping state.

When she woke, it was already evening. Beside her was placed a bright yellow cradle, and Shen Qianyu sat by her side, softly cooing at their child.

“Wan’er is awake?”

Carrying that plump, chubby little one to Song Wan’s side, Shen Qianyu said gently, “Look at him. He looks very much like Wan’er.”

Song Wan noticed how skilled and steady his hands were holding the child, his movements quite smooth, and was rather surprised. Guessing that he must have secretly practiced at some point, she couldn’t help but feel warmth in her heart.

“Wan’er, look at our child.”

For some reason, Shen Qianyu’s voice suddenly choked up, his eyes turning sour.

Song Wan smiled at him, then slightly lifted her head to look at their child. With just one glance, she couldn’t help but laugh aloud. The bean-sized infant looked rather ugly; she couldn’t tell from where Shen Qianyu saw any resemblance to her.

After Song Wan’s light laugh, she couldn’t help but reach out to hold the little baby in her arms.

“Wan’er, give our child a name.”

“That’s not proper according to protocol.”

Shen Qianyu snorted lightly, “What protocol or impropriety? You are his mother. You went through countless hardships to give birth to him—can you not give him a name?”

Crouching down halfway, Shen Qianyu loosely encircled his wife and child, smiling broadly. “If not, how about you and I each choose one character for him?”

“Wan’er chooses first. After you’ve chosen, I’ll choose.”

Song Wan looked up at Shen Qianyu’s enthusiastic face and agreed with a faint smile. She lowered her eyes in thought for a moment before saying softly, “Would the character ‘Shi’ be good?”

Shen Qianyu said, “The character Shi is good.”

“Wan’er has always wished for men to follow the way of the gentleman. This character Shi embodies the culmination of the gentleman’s virtues—very good, very good indeed.”

Seeing that Shen Qianyu understood her meaning, Song Wan smiled faintly.

“And Your Majesty? What character does Your Majesty wish to choose?”

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan, then looked at the infant in his arms, gently uttering the character Yan.

“Yan has the meaning of peace and leisure. I hope that our child can in the future be a gentleman who lives his days in peaceful leisure.”

After speaking, Shen Qianyu lowered his head to look at the sweetly sleeping little baby in his arms, his heart growing tender. Years ago during the Lantern Festival, he had lost a friend. But it was also because of that person that he came to know the most wonderful woman in this world. Jiang Yan’s unspoken feelings—he would help hide them in his heart. Yet Shen Qianyu also felt that Wan’er deserved all the most sincere affections in this world and couldn’t bear to bury them.

“Yan?”

Song Wan looked up, somewhat surprised.

“What’s wrong? Does Wan’er think it’s not good?”

“Not at all.”

She thought for a moment and said, “It’s actually extremely good.”

“The Second Young Master of the Marquis of Chengyang’s household had the character Yan in his name. He was truly an elegant gentleman, upright and self-disciplined. On the day of the Lantern Festival, he was gravely injured and passed away while saving my elder brother. Both my brother and I feel deeply indebted to him.”

She knew that her brother had lit an eternal lamp for Second Young Master Jiang at the family temple, but the deceased had already passed—whatever one did now was in vain. Yet now Shen Qianyu had, by divine inspiration, chosen this character to name her child. Inexplicably, Song Wan felt it was very fitting.

“I hope that our child can in the future also be a benevolent gentleman like Second Young Master Jiang…”

Shen Qianyu continued, “Or a wise and enlightened sovereign.”

His and Wan’er’s legitimate eldest son would surely become the Crown Prince. These words Shen Qianyu could say, but Song Wan could not. She only smiled faintly and reached out to poke Shen Shi Yan’s arm.

Shen Qianyu understood her thoughts and didn’t force the matter. He held her hand in his palm and kissed it devoutly.

Swaddled children grow quickly—in just a month or two, their appearance changes dramatically. Due to Shen Qianyu’s unique harem situation, from birth Shen Shi Yan became the most precious treasure held in everyone’s palms. Shang Rong especially adored him, holding him in her arms all day long, wishing she could even take him back to her chambers at night.

Zhang Baozhen also seemed to have found her pleasure, spending all day holding her sewing basket to make clothes for Shen Shi Yan. From large items like quilts for the First Prince to small items like blessing aprons, tiger-head shoes, and tiger-head hats, even clothes for ages one or two—she had sewn no fewer than four or five of each.

Zhao Nanzhang had already begun selecting study companions for the prince at home, just waiting for Shen Shi Yan to be able to speak before having her household’s children accompany him in practicing martial arts and learning riding and archery. Qi Qing Ling had even earlier begun collecting musical scores from across the realm, so that Shen Shi Yan could in the future master music, commune with heaven and earth, and cultivate a clear heart and bright aspirations.

Even Wan Xiao, that carefree person who usually managed nothing, rarely became busy. He compiled all the secret agents of Dong Chang into registers and traveled to various places to select those gifted children, to train personal attendants and close guards who could be controlled by Shen Shi Yan alone.

And Shen Shi Yan, a little baby who could still only babble—from the moment of his birth, he already enjoyed the affection and adoration of countless people…

Chapter 257: Announcing the Death
Another spring arrived. Shen Shi Yan had grown from babbling infancy to the toddling age. Though his speech was still not quite fluent, he could already call out “Father Emperor” and “Mother Empress” very smoothly. Shang Rong was holding him, amusing him with a gilded hand rattle that rang with tinkling sounds, while Song Wan sat to the side handling harem administrative affairs.

Qi Qing Ling looked at the bright flowers, charming willows, white plum blossoms, and pink peach blossoms outside the window and suddenly said, “The palace has not held a banquet for quite some time. I wonder if we could hold a Spring Viewing Banquet this year?”

“Excellent idea.”

Shang Rong held Shen Shi Yan with a loving expression on her face. “Our Little Thirteen will come of age in just a few years. It’s about time to look for a wife for him. Why don’t we take this opportunity to gather the unmarried young ladies and gentlemen of the capital together? We can play matchmaker and arrange some harmonious marriages.”

Hearing this, Song Wan suddenly thought of Song Ni and Song Zhao from the second and third branches, as well as Song Yao, whose death had never been publicly announced. After brief contemplation, Song Wan said, “That would be good. The palace has not seen excitement for several years. We can also take this opportunity to see the younger generation of the family.”

Zhao Nanzhang loved liveliness most and immediately voiced her agreement upon hearing this. The group reached consensus in one accord and decided on the spot to hold the Spring Viewing Banquet on the fifteenth of next month.

That evening when Shen Qianyu returned from court, he saw Song Wan writing and drawing at her desk. He took Shen Shi Yan from Heng Zhi’s arms and walked quietly to her side with light steps.

“What is Wan’er busy with?”

“Today Qing Ling suggested holding a Spring Viewing Banquet in the palace. I thought the idea was excellent and was preparing to discuss it with you.”

Shen Shi Yan was incredibly well-behaved in Shen Qianyu’s embrace. Song Wan glanced at him and found it amusing. This little one was extremely attached to his father emperor. The father and son couldn’t be apart for even a moment without inquiring after each other repeatedly. Earlier, before Shen Qianyu had returned from court, Shen Shi Yan had been crying and fussing endlessly in the hall. Now that he saw his father emperor, he became as docile as a kitten.

“Wan’er should decide matters of the harem as she sees fit. There’s no need to ask me.”

Song Wan also knew that Shen Qianyu had no patience for managing such trivial matters. After briefly mentioning a few things, she dropped the subject and left it for Heng Zhi to handle.

When Song Manor received the Empress’s decree instructing the female family members to enter the palace for the banquet, Ming Xiang was organizing the household accounts with Nanny Song. Upon hearing this news, Ming Xiang spoke, “Second Young Miss’s matter should be handled now.”

Though the household had never mentioned Song Yao’s matter before, since last winter, Song Manor had been subtly and openly conveying to Madam Qi that Song Yao was ill—not gravely so, but she had never recovered either. Madam Qi had requested to visit several times, but Ming Xiang had refused each time.

Now that a long time had passed since His Majesty bestowed the marriage, they could slowly announce to the outside world the news of Song Manor’s Second Young Miss’s death from illness. Nanny Song also understood her meaning. After nodding, she went to the Qi household to report the death.

Since Song Manor’s mourning period was about to end, Madam Qi had been waiting at home for the new daughter-in-law to arrive. Not only had the household purchased many additional items, even Qi Su Lun’s courtyard had been chosen as the best of the main residences.

“Though my son is not the eldest, who let him marry such a good wife?”

“When a woman’s natal family is useful, her status naturally rises with the tide when she arrives at her husband’s family. My son’s face naturally gains great glory as well.”

Madam Qi touched the gold hairpin on her head that had just been recast from old jewelry, smiling so broadly her mouth couldn’t close. Standing beside her was the third concubine-born daughter of the Loyal and Tranquil Prince’s Manor, now the Qi family’s eldest daughter-in-law, Madam Xu.

Madam Xu had always known that her mother-in-law was muddle-headed and hadn’t bothered to argue with her, but in her heart, she increasingly despised the Qi household’s manner.

“Madam speaks most interestingly. This old servant has only heard of mothers gaining status through their sons, but has yet to hear of husbands gaining status through their wives.”

The speaker was Madam Xu’s wet nurse, who had long disapproved of Madam Qi. The Qi family’s decline was an indisputable fact. Marrying a young lady from their Loyal and Tranquil Prince’s Manor was already marrying up. Yet Madam Qi wanted to borrow the Prince’s Manor’s influence while looking down on their young miss for being concubine-born—this was truly unbearable to watch.

“You must not speak to Mother this way.”

Madam Xu lightly reprimanded the old nanny with an air of calm indifference, as if she thought the nanny’s words weren’t harsh enough.

“Hmph, concubine-born breeding ultimately cannot match legitimate birth.”

Madam Qi glanced at Madam Xu with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes as she looked at her.

“Between sisters-in-law, status is determined not by seniority, but by the strength of one’s maternal family and how much actual benefit one can bring to the husband’s family.”

Brushing off her garments, Madam Qi said, “Though you are the eldest daughter-in-law of the Qi household, in the future you must still understand your position clearly. Don’t rely on seniority to act important. Otherwise, if you offend Song Manor and earn the Empress’s displeasure, it won’t look good.”

Madam Xu clutched her handkerchief, lowering her eyelids without making a sound. The nanny beside her said, “The Qi family’s household customs are pure and upright. The men are all upstanding gentlemen who stand tall. This old servant has never heard the First Master or Fifth Master say they needed to rely on their wives’ families to accomplish anything.”

“For Madam to speak this way truly belittles the masters of the household. Moreover…”

The nanny muttered, “Madam has never brought any actual benefits to the Qi household, yet we’ve never seen the Master disparage Madam as useless.”

“Outrageous! How dare you speak to Mother this way?”

Madam Xu turned her head and loudly reprimanded the woman. Upon hearing this, the woman immediately raised her hand as if to slap her own mouth.

“Look at this mouth of this old servant—it simply cannot be controlled.”

“Madam, don’t lower yourself to this old servant’s level. You are magnanimous and broad-minded—don’t be petty and argue with a mere servant like this old one, vainly angering yourself and harming your health.”

“Hmph, right now you two are singing in harmony, using your sharp tongues to mock me. You only do so because you see I have a good temperament and am too lazy to argue with you. But once your fifth sister-in-law enters the household, I want to see if you can still hold your head up.”

This Madam Xu relied on being from the Prince’s Manor and acted superior every day. When she first married into the Qi household, she even wanted to lord over her. If not for the fact that she had produced no offspring these past years and her temperament had become somewhat restrained, she would have torn the roof off the entire Qi household long ago.

Madam Qi adjusted the hair ornaments on her head, looking at Madam Xu with eyes full of disdain.

“Madam, someone from Song Manor has come to visit and wishes to see Madam.”

As the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law were conversing, a Qi household servant came to report. Upon hearing this, Madam Qi walked out with a beaming smile, swaggering grandly. The woman beside Madam Xu stretched her neck and spat upon seeing this.

“What a shameless old thing. I’ve never seen any household mistress so blatantly point to her daughter-in-law to make a fortune. Her maternal family has shed all its feathers until they’re completely bare, yet she still dares to squeeze our young miss?”

Upon hearing this, Madam Xu lowered her eyes slightly but said nothing. The inner chambers were ultimately women’s domain. In the past, she could still rely on her higher birth from her maternal family to hold her head high and conduct herself as a person in the Qi family. But now, having been married into the household for many years without bearing children, even her own husband had complaints, let alone Madam Qi.

Now if the legitimate daughter of the Song family entered the household, her status in the manor would likely become even lower. Madam Xu clutched her handkerchief, planning to take two more concubines for Qi Zheng Lun.

As she was pondering this in her heart, she saw Madam Qi go out joyfully, only to be carried back to the inner chambers moments later by four or five women. Madam Xu was startled and puzzled. The woman beside her, however, had a gleam of delight flash through her eyes. “Oh my, what’s happened to Madam? First Mistress, don’t worry. This old servant will go take a look…”

Chapter 258: Calculating
“What’s happened to Madam? Who made Madam so upset?”

Madam Qi’s complexion was pale. Her philtrum had been pinched purple by some woman, and her entire person looked listless, as if breathing out more than breathing in. That woman felt delighted in her heart. After watching the excitement, she stepped aside to let people carry Madam Qi back to her room.

Only when someone ran out to summon a physician did she pull someone aside to inquire what had happened.

“Song family’s Second Young Miss is gone.”

“I heard she fell ill last winter and kept dragging on without recovering. She passed away just the day before yesterday…”

“Oh my.”

Madam Xu’s wet nurse said, “Just when Song Manor was about to emerge from their mourning period and the two families were to become marriage relations—how could this happen so suddenly?”

“Perhaps Lord Song was fond of this daughter and took her away. Who can say?”

Madam Xu’s wet nurse chimed in agreement. After speaking, she covered her mouth with her handkerchief to hide the smile at the corners of her lips. Madam Qi still didn’t know she had been laughed at by her eldest daughter-in-law. She only felt that her youngest son’s path to heaven had been suddenly severed, and the Qi household no longer had any hope of turning things around.

Thinking of all the preparations she had made for Song Yao to marry into the Qi household, as well as the lavishly purchased new items, she felt excruciating pain in her heart. Qi Su Lun looked at his mother, who seemed about to fall into permanent illness, and spoke to comfort her, “It is fate that this son and the Song family daughter had affinity but no destiny. Mother should not be so heartbroken.”

Though he also felt it quite regrettable that Song Yao had passed away, deep in his heart, Qi Su Lun inexplicably felt a sense of relief.

“Su’er.”

“Your son is here.”

Madam Qi reached out her hand, utterly unwilling to give up, and crawled up from the bed. “Su’er, Mother has a solution—listen to it.”

Qi Su Lun frowned slightly but didn’t dare refuse.

“Su’er, our family cannot lose this marriage connection with Song Manor. But now that Song Yao is dead, we will likely lose our connection with Song Manor.”

“But you also know how much His Majesty values the Empress. Moreover, now that the First Prince is born, given the current Emperor’s temperament, he will surely name him Crown Prince.”

“Song Fu’s future prospects are also limitless. There’s a vacancy in the Central Secretariat—nine out of ten chances it’s being prepared for him.”

“So Su’er, this marriage connection cannot be broken.”

Upon hearing this, Qi Su Lun’s expression darkened. “Mother, stop speaking such nonsense. Song Yao has already passed away—how can this marriage connection not be broken? Could it be Mother wants me to marry her memorial tablet?”

“Bah, bah, bah! How can you say such inauspicious words?”

Madam Qi said, “I am your mother. How could I have you do such a thing? Moreover, even if I agreed, your father would not agree.”

“Mother is unwell and should rest first. Father will decide other matters for your son.”

“Wait a moment.”

Seeing Qi Su Lun about to leave, Madam Qi spoke. “Let me finish speaking.”

“Though Song Yao’s death voids this marriage arrangement, as long as we make the Empress or Song Manor feel they owe you something, our two families’ connection won’t be severed.”

“What does Mother have in mind? You might as well speak plainly.”

Madam Qi said weakly, “Mother is thinking this way: if our household immediately seeks another match after Song Yao’s death, it would truly be heartless. And it would also look improper to Song Manor.”

“Since my son cannot discuss marriage in the short term anyway, why not tell the outside world that you are observing mourning for Song Yao, honoring your husband-wife affection? How about that?”

Upon hearing this, Qi Su Lun’s face turned iron-blue. “Has Mother gone mad? Your son has never seen any man in the world observe mourning for a wife who never crossed his threshold.”

“Precisely because no man in the world does this—if my son does it, it will make you stand out.”

Madam Qi looked confident. “Just spread this word—what harm is there in observing one year of mourning for Song Yao? The household won’t arrange a marriage for you that quickly anyway. If you do this, who in the world won’t praise my son’s deep devotion?”

“Moreover, Song Manor and the Empress will also feel they owe you something and will surely look after you more in the future.”

His fists clenched tightly. Qi Su Lun only felt both angry and stifled. To have him, a dignified seven-foot-tall man, use his deceased betrothed who never crossed his threshold to scheme for his future prospects—even if this truly led to his rise to wealth and glory in the future, how could he ever hold his head up?

“Mother, please stop this nonsense. If you act this way and word spreads, the world will only think that I, Qi Su Lun, am single-mindedly scheming, willing to act as a sycophant to curry favor with the Empress’s clan.”

“With such a reputation, how could I ever establish myself at court?”

After Qi Su Lun finished speaking, he bowed to Madam Qi, turned, and strode away.

“You foolish child.”

Seeing that Qi Su Lun had no intention of listening, Madam Qi clutched her chest and fell back down with a thud.

“Madam need not be anxious. If this old servant may say so, Fifth Young Master’s words also have merit.”

“What merit?”

The two servants beside Madam Qi began arguing. “This servant thinks Madam speaks reasonably.”

“Since Fifth Master cannot discuss marriage for the time being anyway, why not go with the flow and simply say he’s observing mourning for that Miss Song? What’s wrong with that?”

“This servant thinks Madam can spread the word herself. This way, even if Fifth Master is unwilling to acknowledge it, he cannot say publicly that he’s not doing it willingly—wouldn’t that be slapping his own face?”

“What nonsense are you spouting?”

The woman who had spoken earlier glared severely, thoroughly reprimanding the little maid whose eyes were darting about. However, upon hearing these words, Madam Qi’s eyes lit up, and she kept that maid behind.

“Tell me, do you truly think my words have merit?”

The maid said, “Reporting to Madam, this servant thinks what you said has merit. We need to wait a year anyway—it’s merely taking advantage of the situation to sell a favor to Song Manor. Why not?”

“That’s exactly what I think too.”

Seeing the maid’s charming features, Madam Qi suddenly asked, “What is your name?”

“This servant is called Xue Mei. Originally I was in First Master’s chambers, but First Mistress disliked this servant and sent me to Madam’s outer courtyard.”

Today she had also sought many opportunities to get close to Madam Qi. Thinking of Qi Zheng Lun, Xue Mei’s heart stirred slightly. Madam Qi understood all the thoughts of women in the inner chambers. Seeing Xue Mei’s figure and appearance, she knew Madam Xu had become jealous. She lowered her eyes slightly and thought for a moment, then immediately elevated Xue Mei to concubine status and sent her back to Qi Zheng Lun’s courtyard.

Xue Mei’s words spoke to her heart. The next day, two white lanterns were hung at the main gate of the Qi household. Whenever anyone came to inquire, Madam Qi would emphatically describe Qi Su Lun’s deep feelings for Song Yao.

By the time Qi Su Lun finished his duties and learned of this matter, the capital was already abuzz with the news. When Song Manor learned of this news, each person’s reaction was different. The strongest reaction came not from Song Fu or Song Nian, but rather from the Third Branch mistress, Yang Pianzhi.

Yang Pianzhi had some friendship with Madam Qi in the past, and their temperaments were quite compatible. But in the past, because of Song Manor’s Third Master’s notorious reputation, Yang Pianzhi inevitably felt ashamed and was very unwilling to gather with those other madams.

Now, hearing about Qi Su Lun observing mourning for Song Yao, she actually developed some different thoughts. Setting down the calling cards from several households she had been selecting among without being able to decide, Yang Pianzhi went to Song Zhao’s courtyard.

When she pushed open the door, Song Ni was with Song Zhao embroidering flower patterns. Seeing this, Yang Pianzhi said, “You two sisters pause for a moment. I have something I want to discuss.”

Chapter 259: Weighing Options
Song Ni stood up and said, “Since Auntie has matters to discuss with my sister, I won’t disturb you here.” She curtsied slightly and was about to leave when she heard Yang Pianzhi say, “You stay. You should hear this matter as well.”

As she spoke, Yang Pianzhi walked to their side and found an embroidered stool to sit on. Song Zhao had a gentle temperament, even to the point of being somewhat timid, while Song Ni was quietly reserved and inscrutable.

“This matter also concerns you somewhat.” Lifting her hand to pour a bowl of tea from the table, Yang Pianzhi muttered, “Your good-for-nothing father, who years ago was willing to abandon home and family for a concubine, taking a provincial post for ten years and rarely returning—he probably has no mind to care about you either.”

“As for your marriage, I’ll take a look and might as well make the decision for you too.” Song Ni’s hand clutching her handkerchief tightened slightly as she sighed inwardly. Song Zhao, however, kept looking at Yang Pianzhi, signaling her mother to stop saying such embarrassing words.

“What? Is there something that can’t be said? Who doesn’t know that Second Master Song ran off for years without returning? What can’t be said about it?” Turning her head, Yang Pianzhi continued, “Your mother is the same. After shrinking into the Buddhist hall all these years, ignoring everything—now that you’re of age, this marriage matter must be handled, right? I thought that now you’re old enough, she could finally come out and see people. Who would have thought she doesn’t even care about her own biological daughter?”

“Mother prefers quiet, and she also knows that with Auntie looking after Ni’er, I certainly won’t suffer any losses.”

“I will look after you, but I can’t speak for others.” Yang Pianzhi looked at Song Ni. Seeing that she had grown into a graceful young lady, she felt satisfied.

“The Empress has issued a decree saying the palace will hold a Spring Viewing Banquet and wants you two to attend. Most likely, she has thoughts about your marriages.” When mentioning Song Wan, Yang Pianzhi’s eyes held complex emotions—both faint disdain and some envy.

“If you enter the palace, these marriage matters will be decided by others. Who knows what she’s thinking—whether it’s genuine goodwill or false kindness?”

“So I thought I’d come ask what thoughts you two have about your own marriages.” Song Zhao looked at Song Ni, immediately blushing deeply and waving her hands anxiously. Her mother’s way of doing things was always inappropriate, truly leaving one at a loss.

She had never heard of any household’s daughters being able to choose their own marriages. If this got out, their reputations would be ruined. Moreover, her mother only mentioning her was one thing, but if Song Ni was implicated, she wouldn’t know how to apologize.

Pulling at Yang Pianzhi’s sleeve, Song Zhao said, “Such important marriage matters should be decided by the family. Mother, please don’t embarrass us two.”

“Embarrass what? Don’t you see these four doors are tightly closed? There are only the three of us in this room—you, me, and Ni’er?”

“You foolish child, a daughter’s marriage is of the utmost importance. How can it be left in others’ hands?”

“Let me tell you, ever since that one from the First Branch climbed up the social ladder, your two marriages have also heated up. Who knows how many calling cards have been sent to our household?” Song Zhao and Song Ni both lowered their heads without speaking. Yang Pianzhi snorted lightly. “Since you two won’t speak, I’ll say it directly. Zhao’er, for your marriage, I’ve set my sights on the Qi family.”

“The Qi family?” Song Zhao’s eyes widened. “Wasn’t that promised to Song Yao?”

Yang Pianzhi nodded, but her face showed some melancholy. “To be honest, quite a few prestigious families have sent calling cards to our household, but I don’t think any of them are particularly good.”

“Zhao’er, you know clearly what situation our Third Branch is in. Take the Cui family, for example. Previously they didn’t even think much of Song Yao, yet now they’ve turned around and sent their calling card to me, your mother.”

“What kind of dog shit noble family is the Cui family? I see them as just a bunch of people fishing for fame and reputation.”

“Such a family—Song Ni could go there, but you cannot.” Song Ni looked up at Yang Pianzhi, sighed slightly, then lowered her eyes again in silence. Her aunt’s behavior was bizarre and unconventional. In the past, she only thought the woman deliberately made things difficult for her, but after years of living together, Song Ni had to admit that most of the time, she was genuinely acting in her interest.

Song Ni kept her eyelids half-lowered, pretending she hadn’t heard Yang Pianzhi’s words. Song Zhao, however, blushed terribly, carefully tugging at Yang Pianzhi’s sleeve under the table and blinking at her.

“What are you doing?” Brushing away Song Zhao’s hand, Yang Pianzhi continued, “Opportunists like the Cui family absolutely will not truly respect our Third Branch’s daughters.”

“How difficult must life be for a daughter-in-law looked down upon by her husband’s family?” As she spoke, Yang Pianzhi’s tone softened.

Though Song Cangshun was Song Manor’s Third Master, he really wasn’t any good catch. Back then, she had been determined to climb up the social ladder, never imagining she’d latched onto a rotten root, a worthless man. All these years, neither inside the manor nor outside, had anyone ever respected her. Naturally, she didn’t want her own daughter to live such a life.

“Though the Qi household has declined, this Qi Su Lun still has some semblance of a person. Now he’s even observing mourning for Song Yao—he can be considered a man of honor and loyalty.” Upon hearing this, Song Ni looked up and pursed her lips slightly but didn’t speak.

Song Zhao, face flushed, murmured, “He’s probably not doing it for that reason.” Her mother couldn’t see through such simple logic. Song Zhao clutched her handkerchief, feeling that her mother’s choice of marriage for her was truly not reassuring.

Yang Pianzhi, however, said, “Never mind what he’s doing it for. Just listen to Mother explain the reasoning behind this.”

“If Qi Su Lun is sincere, it shows this person has upright character and is a real man. If he’s not sincere, it means the Qi household’s scheming heart reaches to the heavens—they’re a whole family of muddleheads.”

“Actually, based on my understanding of the Qi household, this matter seems more like something Madam Qi would do.”

“Zhao’er, such a family may seem to act despicably and inappropriately, but the more they’re like this, the more you can move like fish in water there and live comfortably.”

“Do you know why?” Song Zhao shook her head.

“Because any relationship in this world, especially between husband and wife who share a bed, should most emphasize mutual benefit. When benefits are involved in the connection, the affection becomes seven or eight parts more reliable.”

“The more the Qi household wants to scheme their way through the Empress’s maternal family’s connections, the more they’ll enshrine and cherish you. In contrast, families like the Cui family may seem noble with reputations to uphold, but in reality, their conduct is even worse than the Qi household’s.”

“They previously looked down on Song Yao, yet now they’ve sent a calling card to our branch. Tell me, if you marry into the Cui family, will they treat you sincerely?”

“Mother is just afraid they’ll use you to get close to the Empress and the First Prince on one hand, while deep down looking down on you on the other.”

“If you marry into such an unprincipled family, in the future you’ll only be mistreated by your husband’s family. They absolutely won’t treat you well.”

“So Mother feels they’re not as good as families like the Qi household who display their greed openly. At least in the future, it will be easy for you to manipulate them.”

“As long as that one from the First Branch doesn’t fall, you’ll always receive respect from your in-laws. More importantly, if you suffer grievances at the Qi household, Mother can still mediate for you. Even if I have to go to their door and tear that old Qi woman’s mouth apart, she won’t dare do anything to me. But if you go to the Cui family and suffer mistreatment, Mother won’t be able to say anything.”

Upon hearing this, Song Ni’s eyes seemed moved. Song Zhao also gradually felt her mother’s words made sense. After thinking, Song Zhao felt somewhat guilty. “Since the Cui family is so unworthy, Mother shouldn’t say Ni’er could marry there either.”

Yang Pianzhi shook her head. “Song Ni is different from you. Even though her father isn’t in the capital, he still holds an official position. Moreover, her mother comes from a prominent clan. You and she…” At this point, Yang Pianzhi paused slightly. “Cannot be compared.”

Chapter 260: As a Mother
“The suffering Mother has endured in this life—I cannot bear for you to experience it again.”

“Though the Qi family is unworthy, if you marry there, they can enshrine you like a precious object. As for the Cui household, who knows if they’ll even treat you as a human being?”

Yang Pianzhi pursed her lips and muttered to the two, “Most people think families like the Qi household that are thoroughly shameless should be avoided, but Mother actually thinks places like the Cui household are worse.”

“Prestigious families have many strict rules. Any day they could find some excuse to have you die of illness, and Mother wouldn’t even have a place to cry.”

Her words were too pointed. Both Song Zhao and Song Ni frowned slightly.

“I’m not saying you two should settle your marriages immediately. Right now, that Buddha from the First Branch wants to hold a banquet, and when you go to the palace, she’ll likely designate families for you both.”

“I’m thinking this way: just listen to which family she points out for you. If it’s good, you two can nod in agreement. If it’s not good, just say you’re already in the process of matchmaking with the Cui family or someone else. After all, she’s your cousin—she has at least that much tolerance.”

Yang Pianzhi fundamentally looked down on Song Wan, but who told her she’d climbed up the social ladder? Even for the sake of her two daughters, she had to carefully smile and flatter.

“Mother thinks the Qi household is quite good. Zhao’er, think about it. If you feel it’s acceptable, Mother will find a way to meet with that old Qi woman.”

“Even if my daughter marries into the Qi household, I must make her come crying and begging eagerly for it to happen.”

After speaking, Yang Pianzhi stood up, pushed open the door with a thud, and walked out. Song Zhao and Song Ni looked at each other and sighed in unison.

After a moment, Song Zhao said softly, “How a daughter’s marriage turns out determines whether we live as humans or ghosts in the future. Though the Qi household sounds quite unworthy, I think Mother’s words also have some merit.”

Though she was born in Song Manor and seemed to have noble status, who in the capital didn’t know what the Third Branch was like? If she truly went to the Cui family, she’d probably fulfill Mother’s words—being used by them on one hand while being looked down upon on the other.

“You also know my temperament. I’m not as clever as you and Song Nian, and I’m somewhat timid. If I’m truly bullied by my husband’s family, I’m afraid I won’t dare do anything. In prestigious families, they truly may not respect the Song family Third Branch I come from…”

“Though the Qi household’s reputation is somewhat poor, it’s merely talk of the family being in decline, or Madam Qi acting muddle-headed and foolishly handling people and affairs. I’ve never actually heard of any vicious or cruel deeds.”

“To establish the family’s entire reputation like this, the whole household probably has no clever people.”

Song Zhao twisted her handkerchief, her features gentle. “We two have personally witnessed Mother’s suffering. We absolutely dare not think of harmonious marriage with our husbands until old age.”

“If I marry into the Qi household, as long as Elder Sister remains Empress for one day and Cousin’s position is stable, I can live peacefully at the Qi household for one day.”

Both the Second and Third Branches of Song Manor sounded good at first hearing but actually couldn’t be brought out properly. She, Song Zhao, didn’t have Song Yao’s high ambitions either.

She had never thought of marrying some peerless gentleman. Mother said the Qi household wouldn’t dare act superior before her and would support and cherish her—that was enough for her.

“Ni’er, what do you think?”

Song Ni thought for a long while before nodding slightly. Whether the Qi household was good or bad in others’ eyes didn’t matter. What mattered was what kind of life Song Zhao would live after marrying there.

After thinking, Song Ni said, “Marriage is not about seeking perfection in others’ eyes, but rather seeing whether we ourselves can be comfortable and happy while in it.”

“Prestigious families and gentlemen refined as jade may look perfectly matched to others, but behind closed doors when living together, they may not necessarily be harmonious and happy.”

“Conversely, no matter how badly outsiders speak of the Qi household, if Cousin can use Song Manor’s influence to always suppress the Qi household, so that after marrying there she can move like fish in water, as if in her own home, then this would be an excellent marriage.”

“Where is there a family that’s perfect in every way? It just depends on whether it’s suitable or not.”

Song Ni’s tone was bland, but her words carried some gentle understanding.

“Alright, then I’ll tell Mother and have her negotiate with the Qi household. As for whether it works out, that’s not something we can control.”

The two sisters smiled and nodded, no longer dwelling on other matters. They couldn’t make decisions about their marriages anyway. Since they couldn’t decide, why worry excessively?

After speaking, Song Zhao summoned the maid at her side.

“Go tell Mother that I think what she said is excellent. Leave the rest to Mother.”

After Song Zhao agreed, Yang Pianzhi became energized and immediately had someone send a calling card to Madam Qi. Madam Qi was at home worrying until her tongue was dry and her heart bitter. Upon hearing that Yang Pianzhi was coming to visit, she instantly recovered three parts of her energy and invited her to the house that very afternoon.

Thinking that the Song Manor Third Branch still had an unmarried daughter, her scheming mind became active again.

“What wind blew you here today? Third Madam Song truly honors my humble dwelling with your noble feet, making our household shine with brilliance!”

As soon as she saw the person, Madam Qi raised an ingratiating smile that made Yang Pianzhi feel thoroughly comfortable. Though Madam Qi acted shamelessly, this opportunistic and servile manner that emanated from her bones greatly pleased Yang Pianzhi.

Looking at how warmly the current Emperor treated Song Wan, Song Manor wouldn’t fall for decades. If someone like Madam Qi with a declined background married into their family, she would surely domineer over her daughter-in-law daily, bullying the weak with her status as elder.

But with Song Manor’s background, after Zhao’er married over, this old Qi woman would probably want to serve her Zhao’er tea and water daily, attending to her most obediently.

Thinking this, Yang Pianzhi’s eyes showed a trace of disdain, but her mouth said, “Oh, Elder Sister, you absolutely must not be so polite.”

“I’m visiting today because I have an important matter to ask of you.”

She told Madam Qi about receiving many calling cards from prestigious families and having matchmakers come to discuss marriage proposals. After finishing, Yang Pianzhi sighed, “Elder Sister, you know I don’t have many acquaintances in the capital. I’m only close with you, so I thought to come ask which of these families conducts themselves kindly and could treat my daughter well.”

“We as mothers only have this concern.”

Hearing that Yang Pianzhi had no intention of forming marriage relations with her own family, Madam Qi’s smile immediately collapsed. But knowing now that Song Manor people couldn’t be offended, she reluctantly mustered some energy and rambled on with nonsense.

Yang Pianzhi sneered inwardly but spoke as if worried, “Looking at what Elder Sister says, none of these families will do.”

“To be honest with you, I currently don’t want Zhao’er to marry into any prestigious official family. I just want to find a reliable man who can treat my daughter well, where the two can be compatible in temperament, and the mother-in-law at home has a generous nature.”

“Because right now, this Song Manor…”

She drew out her words. “Absolutely doesn’t lack prospects or wealth.”

Upon hearing this, Madam Qi’s eyes sparkled brightly as she intimately grasped Yang Pianzhi’s hand and wouldn’t let go. She now knew that her own household absolutely couldn’t compare with the families the other person mentioned. Having no choice, she could only have household servants summon Qi Su Lun back from the government office.

Hearing his mother was gravely ill, Qi Su Lun hurried home from the office, but as soon as he returned, he was pulled before Yang Pianzhi. Madam Qi said, “This is my youngest son, Su Lun. Third Madam Song hasn’t met him before, so today you can properly see him.”

Yang Pianzhi raised her head to examine Qi Su Lun. She saw his features were proper and his gaze upright—at a glance, he wasn’t a muddlehead like his mother. Her satisfaction with this marriage instantly increased another seven or eight parts.

After thinking, Yang Pianzhi made a face full of difficulty. “Why did Elder Sister urgently summon your household’s young master back? Your way of doing things is truly too… improper.”

After speaking, she raised her head and looked at Qi Su Lun with a face full of maternal affection. “Good child, don’t argue with your mother. It’s all because I came at an inopportune time today.”

Seeing Qi Su Lun’s expression clear slightly, only then did Yang Pianzhi smile faintly.

Chapter 261: Marriage Discussions
On the day of the Spring Banquet, the Song estate had already emerged from its mourning period. Early that morning, Ming Xiang waited in the courtyard with Song Nian, who was properly dressed and adorned, presenting a fresh and lovely appearance.

Before long, Yang Pianzi also arrived from the third branch, leading Song Zhao and Song Ni.

The three sisters were close in age. Though they wore identical cloud-patterned crabapple crepe gauze jackets and silver point cui flower hairpins, each possessed distinct beauty—like spring orchids and autumn chrysanthemums, each beautiful in their own way.

Song Zhao was the eldest of the three. Her temperament was sincere and gentle, her features exuding youthful feminine charm. Song Ni was naturally reserved, her manner carrying an air of cool detachment that appeared dignified and refined.

But Song Nian was the most eye-catching. Despite her young age, when she should have been lively and charming, her every gesture displayed extraordinary propriety and restraint—clearly the exemplar of a noble family’s refined daughter.

Ming Xiang gazed at the three sisters and couldn’t help but smile.

Yang Pianzi knew she had important business today. She had risen early to dress herself in magnificent splendor, adorned with jewels and jade.

“Sister-in-law Fu…”

Yang Pianzi looked at Ming Xiang. This usually domineering woman had surprisingly restrained herself today, asking carefully: “Third Aunt, I have a matter to request. I wonder if you could help me with it today?”

“Please speak, Third Aunt. If Xiang’er can help, I will certainly do my best.”

Yang Pianzi said: “It’s like this—I know Her Majesty the Empress intends to help find suitable matches for the two children, but I was thinking whether you could convey a message to Her Majesty first.”

“I’m currently considering matches for both children and have a few families I’ve taken a liking to. If Her Majesty has someone suitable in mind, could she perhaps consult with me first?”

She knew her words were presumptuous and improper. Yang Pianzi’s expression turned awkward: “You’re close with Her Majesty. Could you ask her for Third Aunt?”

Ming Xiang thought for a moment before agreeing.

She knew Song Wan’s temperament—even without Yang Pianzi’s request, she would certainly select the best families for her younger sisters. After offering a few words of comfort, she let the matter drop.

When they entered the palace, they went to Changle Palace to pay respects to the Empress. As Yang Pianzi knelt before Song Wan, she was respectful and proper in her behavior.

Song Zhao was somewhat surprised—her mother’s demeanor today was truly rare. Song Ni and Song Nian both smiled faintly as they observed.

Who in the estate didn’t know that the third branch’s matriarch was an habitual troublemaker?

Not only was she usually domineering and arrogant in the estate, but when her temper flared, she would throw tantrums regardless of who was present—there was nothing she wouldn’t dare do.

Song Nian glanced at Song Zhao, whose eyes were clear and still held a touch of innocence, and suddenly felt envious.

Even though both elders of the third branch were notorious troublemakers, they had always treated Song Zhao well.

“We are family—there’s no need for such formality.”

Song Wan spoke warmly, allowing everyone to rise.

The three young ladies stood gracefully to the side, their movements light and elegant, quite pleasing to behold.

Because of her past grievances with Song Wan, Yang Pianzi had been cautious with her words and actions since entering Changle Palace, even avoiding Song Wan’s gaze.

Noticing her worry, Song Wan had no intention of holding grudges.

“Mother Empress…”

“Mother Empress…”

As they were speaking, Shen Shiyan came running in from outside, with Consort Shang following behind, carefully watching over him.

“Greetings to Noble Consort Shang.”

Ming Xiang and the others rose and curtsied to Shang Rong.

Shang Rong waved her hand, allowing everyone to rise, then gathered up the running Shen Shiyan into her arms. As she turned, she happened to notice the three beautiful young ladies standing obediently to the side.

She stared at them for a few moments, then smiled.

“The Song family’s daughters truly live up to their reputation—each one more delightful than the last.”

“How old are they all? Have any been betrothed?”

At these words, Yang Pianzi’s eyes immediately lit up. She quickly replied with a smile: “In response to Noble Consort Shang, except for our Nian’er, the other two have already had their coming-of-age ceremonies.”

The Shang family was a genuine scholarly family of distinction. Three generations of ancestors had served as officials, incomparably more upright than the Cui family. Moreover, regardless of gender, the Shang family members were all exceptionally well-educated. The family had always been steady and low-key in their conduct, and it was rare to see legitimate or concubine-born members bringing disgrace to the family name.

Such a family—even the Song daughters of the past would have had no way of marrying into it.

Yang Pianzi raised her eyes to look at her own daughter, then glanced at the slightly bowed head of Song Ni, her heart tightening.

If Zhao’er could marry into the Shang family, no one would look down on their third branch. Her Zhao’er had such a gentle temperament that any man of good character would treat her well.

But…

Looking up at Song Ni, who was carefully staying out of the spotlight, Yang Pianzi’s heart immediately felt uncomfortable.

Song Ni’s father was no good, and her mother was no good either. This child had essentially been raised by her, though never brought to her side. Still, she had treated her no differently than Zhao’er.

Zhao’er still had her—even if the marriage wasn’t ideal, she could risk everything, like Song Lan’an, and bring Zhao’er back home.

But what about Song Ni?

In a flash of inspiration, Yang Pianzi sighed softly and stepped forward to pull Song Ni out: “This is our estate’s second branch legitimate daughter, Song Ni. Ni’er, quickly pay respects to Noble Consort Shang.”

She smiled ingratiatingly, directly pushing Song Ni before Shang Rong.

Song Wan looked up, seemingly surprised.

Shang Rong also raised her eyebrows at Song Wan. Seeing Song Wan smile faintly and nod at her, she turned her gaze to Song Ni before her.

The Song family all had fine features. Even Song Nian, who had not yet fully blossomed, already had eyes like brilliant pearls, growing increasingly beautiful.

Song Ni possessed the beauty of a sinking fish. What Shang Rong appreciated most were her eyes—untroubled by worldly matters.

Without joy or sorrow, neither humble nor arrogant, she maintained dignified propriety and appropriate behavior even when facing her or Song Wan.

The more Shang Rong observed, the more pleased she became. Looking up again at Song Zhao, whose face showed bashful delight for her cousin’s fortune, Shang Rong smiled gradually.

All three girls were good ones.

Shang Rong’s emotions were unreadable. Unable to discern her meaning, Yang Pianzi grew anxious, constantly extolling Song Ni’s virtues.

“Third Aunt, I have something to ask you. Please sit closer.”

At Song Wan’s gentle reminder, Yang Pianzi finally realized she had been too eager.

Where in family matchmaking discussions did the woman’s side show such lack of restraint? Thinking this, she sat awkwardly before Song Wan, her features drooping as if she had done something wrong.

Her emotions were written all over her face. Another family might have found fault with this, but Shang Rong didn’t mind.

She only cared that Song Ni’s eyes, from beginning to end, showed only faint gratitude and warmth, without any trace of resentment at being burdened.

“A good girl, one who knows gratitude.”

The older one grows, the more one appreciates those who are grateful.

Raising her hand to beckon a palace maid behind her, Shang Rong said: “Go ask Young Thirteenth to come pay respects to Her Majesty the Empress.”

At these words, Yang Pianzi suddenly stood up, the dejection on her face instantly transforming into abundant joy.

Shang Thirteen, the Shang family’s legitimate son—an absolutely excellent young man!

Yang Pianzi felt a moment of regret in her heart, but seeing her own daughter’s eyes full of smiles, happy for Song Ni, she too couldn’t help but grin.

“The weather is lovely today. Would this young lady be willing to accompany me for a walk in the courtyard?”

Though Shang Rong phrased it as a question, she had already stood up.

Before Song Ni could answer, Yang Pianzi quickly nodded: “Ni’er, go quickly. We’ll keep Her Majesty the Empress company here.”

Song Ni’s face flushed. After curtsying to everyone, she followed Shang Rong out.

Chapter 262: Dazed
Knowing that Shang Rong intended to introduce her to the Shang family’s thirteenth son, Song Ni obediently stood beside her, lowering her eyes without speaking.

Before long, a tall and slender young man entered from outside.

The youth possessed exceptionally elegant and handsome features, wearing a narrow-sleeved, waist-cinched long robe with a crimson silver-patterned belt at his waist. His entire appearance was bright and neat, presenting a very dashing figure.

Song Ni only glanced once before lowering her eyes, unmoved by his outstanding appearance.

“Young Thirteen.”

“Thirteen pays respects to Noble Consort Shang.”

Shang Rong’s eyes were full of delight as she inquired about his recent studies.

Shang Thirteen had noticed Song Ni the moment he entered the courtyard. He understood Shang Rong’s intentions, but as he had not yet established his career or earned merit, he had no plans to take a wife for now. However, he kept these thoughts to himself, never wanting to cause a young lady embarrassment in such a situation.

After exchanging a few words, he fell silent, allowing Shang Rong to lead him into Changle Palace.

Shang Rong turned to walk toward the Empress’s chambers. Song Ni quietly followed behind her. Just as she was about to turn, Shang Thirteen suddenly raised his hand toward her cheek.

Song Ni frowned and quickly grabbed his wrist.

“This… Miss has misunderstood.”

Song Ni looked up to see him holding a fallen leaf between two fingers—it must have just dropped from a tree. Her face flushed red as she hastily released her grip.

“I apologize, I didn’t mean to.”

Her tone was gentle and soft, appearing as cool and obedient as before, yet Shang Thirteen sensed she wasn’t as docile as she appeared.

The wrist the young lady had just grasped still carried a faint warmth. Shang Thirteen placed his hands behind his back, his face showing embarrassment.

“It’s nothing. It was my gesture that was too abrupt and startled you, Miss.”

Song Ni curtsied slightly toward Shang Thirteen before turning to leave.

Only then did Shang Thirteen realize that this young lady before him showed not the slightest trace of shyness when facing him—she appeared even more straightforward than he was.

Somehow, he suddenly felt that the young lady hadn’t taken a liking to him.

“…”

Inexplicably, Shang Thirteen found himself somewhat bothered by this.

After entering Changle Palace and paying respects to the Empress, he learned that the young lady was from the Song estate.

His gaze swept past the indifferent-looking Song Ni, and Shang Thirteen rubbed his wrist behind his back, a smile playing at his lips.

“The banquet will begin shortly. I won’t disturb the Empress’s family reunion. Thirteen, come with me.”

Shang Rong led Shang Thirteen away, leaving only the Song family members in Changle Palace.

Song Wan held Shen Shiyan, wiping the light perspiration from his forehead, while looking up to ask Yang Pianzi: “Has Aunt selected a husband’s family for Zhao’er?”

Yang Pianzi’s earlier actions had rather surprised her. In her impression, this third aunt of hers was someone who habitually sought petty advantages.

Unless Song Zhao’s prospective family was a hundred times better than the Shang family, Song Wan truly couldn’t understand why she would give up Shang Thirteen.

But Yang Pianzi smiled and said: “I have taken a liking to a certain household, though I’m not sure if they would be suitable for our Zhao’er.”

Song Wan smiled faintly at these words but didn’t ask further.

Clearly, she had no intention of inquiring about Song Zhao’s marriage.

She understood Yang Pianzi’s temperament—if she herself showed any indication of arranging something for Song Zhao, it would only arouse suspicion.

However mixed-up the woman was, she was good to her own daughter. Song Wan wasn’t worried about Song Zhao’s marriage, so she simply held Shen Shiyan and attended to him.

Originally, Yang Pianzi had been somewhat resistant and guarded toward Song Wan, but seeing that she truly didn’t care about their Song Zhao’s affairs, her heart ached terribly.

“You three go out for a walk first. I have something to discuss with Her Majesty.”

After sending the three unmarried young ladies away, Yang Pianzi rubbed her hands together and said: “I’ve taken a liking to the fifth son of the Qi estate for Zhao’er—Qi Sulun.”

As soon as these words left her mouth, not only Song Wan but even Ming Xiang was shocked.

Given the Song estate’s current status, their Song family daughters absolutely should not form marriage ties with the Qi estate.

Ming Xiang said: “Third Aunt, how could you have taken a liking to the Qi family? This… Zhao’er could choose much better. The Qi family would hold her back.”

Yang Pianzi said awkwardly: “The common saying goes ‘marry low, wed high,’ but I feel that marrying too high isn’t necessarily good either.”

She herself had married high. Outsiders might think it looked impressive, but she knew best what kind of life she led.

What was so good about marrying into such a prestigious family? Every day required morning and evening attendance to the elders. Every aspect of eating, drinking, and daily life was constrained. Even marital relations between husband and wife had to be calculated and arranged by the household. A whole family full of endless troublesome matters.

Being a daughter-in-law in a great household meant that even wanting to eat a simple meat dish alone required reporting to the estate. Earned money also had to be turned over to the common fund. No matter how compatible the young couple was, if there was no pregnancy within a year, concubines and secondary wives would be taken for the husband to spread his branches and leaves.

She had seen enough of such families.

Yang Pianzi didn’t want Song Zhao to marry into such an estate. She wanted Song Zhao to live her own life as a young married couple.

After thinking, Yang Pianzi said: “I’ve had people investigate these past few days. Although the Qi estate has a matriarch with mysterious ways, this fifth son of the Qi family is exceptionally fine.”

That day she went to the Qi estate, she had taken a liking to Qi Sulun and also saw that he was quite impatient with that old Qi woman.

Before even entering the family, if the husband was already at odds with his mother-in-law, how could the daughter-in-law worry about not establishing her position later?

“I don’t want Zhao’er to suffer the rules of a great household. I’m planning that if the two’s marriage can be arranged, I’ll have Old Third Song exert some effort to have Qi Sulun transferred outside the province, letting Zhao’er accompany him so the young couple can live their own lives.”

Ming Xiang frowned: “Qi Sulun is merely a low-ranking clerk in the Ministry of Rites. How could he be transferred?”

Moreover, what kind of person was Third Master Song of the estate? Others might not know, but as his wife, how could she not know?

Where would he have the ability to arrange the transfer of an official?

Yang Pianzi smoothed her hair awkwardly: “Not right now, of course. After the two have been married for two or three years, it wouldn’t be impossible to make such plans.”

Song Wan smiled faintly at these words.

Yang Pianzi was saying this for her to hear, hoping she would help support Song Zhao and perhaps in the future find a provincial posting for Qi Sulun.

Before anything had even happened, her own family members were already calculating on having her interfere in court affairs and seek benefits for the family.

“Is Yan’er hot? If so, Mother Empress will have Heng Zhi help you remove this garment.”

“Yan’er isn’t hot. Yan’er wants Mother Empress to play with Yan’er.”

Song Wan gently patted Shen Shiyan’s back, then looked up to tell Ming Xiang: “Zhao’er and the others will likely feel constrained alone in the palace. Sister-in-law and Third Aunt, why don’t you go keep them company so the palace people don’t offend them.”

Ming Xiang nodded, smiling as she stood and pulled the still-talking Yang Pianzi out.

Heng Zhi saw everyone out, then took the chubby Shen Shiyan from Song Wan’s arms.

“Third Madam is truly too unreasonable.”

Heng Wu spoke indignantly, but Song Wan just smiled: “Let her be.”

In any case, she had no intention of interfering in court affairs, nor could she bypass the mother to arrange Song Zhao’s marriage. She felt tenderness for Song Zhao and could only look after her more in other ways.

Song Wan was coaxing Shen Shiyan when a palace maid came to report that the Old Madam of the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate, along with the Marquis of Chengyang and the fifth young lady of the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate, had come for an audience.

Upon hearing the words “Old Madam of the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate,” Song Wan felt somewhat dazed…

Chapter 263: Establishing Purpose for the People
Lin Jiayue wore a wide-sleeved jacket in deep amber-brown with gold thread patterns, her hair piled high in an elaborate bun. A pure gold crabapple hairpin inserted beside the bun made her still somewhat youthful face appear rather comical.

She carried a bamboo basket covered with red velvet cloth, accompanied by Jiang Xing, who had grown into a graceful beauty.

After entering the hall, she and Jiang Xing led the half-height young Marquis of Chengyang, Jiang Su, to kneel before Song Wan.

After allowing them to rise, Song Wan granted seats to Lin Jiayue’s party.

“Put me down.”

Shen Shiyan kicked his two little feet, squirming incessantly. Heng Zhi set him on the ground, allowing Shen Shiyan to run to the side of the small Marquis of Chengyang, Jiang Su.

Jiang Su had a lively temperament and had been taught by Lin Jiayue to be sweet-tongued and clever. Seeing Shen Shiyan approach, he rolled down from his chair and crawled over.

“Little brother, be good and call me big brother.”

Little Jiang Su wrapped his arms around Shen Shiyan and leaned in to kiss him.

Seeing this, Jiang Xing quickly reached out to pull them apart, carefully reminding Jiang Su that he should address Shen Shiyan as the First Imperial Prince.

Watching the two chubby little ones clump together, Song Wan couldn’t help but laugh softly.

“The young marquis is truly endearing.”

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue looked at her son, her eyes full of maternal affection.

“Heng Zhi, go accompany Fifth Miss. Don’t let the two little ones get too mischievous.”

Seeing Jiang Su and Shen Shiyan go from playing like brothers to rolling into a ball together, Song Wan directed Heng Zhi to help Jiang Xing watch over them.

Once only she and Lin Jiayue remained nearby, Song Wan smiled and spoke: “I’ve never seen you dressed like this before. Do you find it uncomfortable?”

Lin Jiayue looked down at the clothing that would typically be worn by women in their fifties or sixties and smiled faintly.

“Given my current status, even if I dislike it, I must project the bearing of an old madam. If I don’t present this appearance, there will always be people trying to suppress the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate.”

Song Wan asked: “Are you facing difficulties?”

“There are no difficulties, just occasionally encountering some people whose eyes are covered by ghosts, ill-mannered people who throw tantrums before me.”

“But most are quite manageable.”

As Lin Jiayue said these words, her face carried the faint dignity of one in authority. Song Wan watched, somewhat lost in thought.

Jiang Su was just a small child. Though he held the title of Marquis of Chengyang, the entire estate ultimately relied on Lin Jiayue alone to maintain its dignity.

Over these past two or three years, she had heard quite a few rumors about the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate.

Some mocked the estate for engaging in lowly merchant activities despite its noble status, while others praised the estate for its charitable works—distributing porridge during disasters and providing food to the impoverished.

Song Wan looked at Lin Jiayue, whose face still showed some youthfulness but whose eyes revealed sharp determination, and smiled slowly.

She thought for a moment before speaking warmly: “It seems every time I see you, you’re different from before.”

When they first met, Lin Jiayue was entirely girlish, her heart and eyes full of Jiang Xingjian.

At the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate, the two often clashed, yet unexpectedly during difficult times, she had received Lin Jiayue’s help to escape the estate.

Later when they met, she was like a delicate flower struck by frost—wilted and dejected, seemingly unable to bloom again.

But now, Lin Jiayue had grown into yet another form.

Song Wan saw in her eyes resolute ruthlessness, and behind those rumors, a pure and kind heart wrapped in layers of protection.

“Oh, I brought something for you today.”

Bringing the basket covered with red velvet cloth before her, Lin Jiayue carefully lifted the cover to reveal a basket full of golden, fluffy little kittens.

“Originally, Second Master in the estate kept quite a few cats. After I sealed off Yuling Study, I brought these little ones out.”

Lin Jiayue spoke while sighing: “These little ones usually eat much and sleep much, and they breed prolifically too. I’m busy all day steaming fish and meat, hardly having time for other matters.”

“Now they’ve had another litter. Thinking you liked them, I picked out some attractive ones for you to choose two.”

As Lin Jiayue spoke, she reached out to gently touch those fragile little creatures, her eyes full of reluctance.

But watching this, Song Wan felt her heart twist into knots.

As she reached out to touch that soft, furry sensation, her nose tingled.

“I wronged you. This apology comes very late, but I must tell you in person.”

Cradling several sleeping little ones in her palm, Lin Jiayue said softly: “Many words sound affected when spoken, but I want you to know my feelings.”

“I know.”

Song Wan smiled gently: “I knew from the beginning that you didn’t mean it.”

The Lin Jiayue of that time might have been rash and impulsive, perhaps somewhat unruly and untaught, but from beginning to end, she had never harbored malicious thoughts toward anyone.

Hearing this, Lin Jiayue pressed her lips slightly, a touch of relief in her eyes.

“Do you remember the courtyard in the southeast of the estate called Pingcui Nunnery?”

Song Wan nodded. Lin Jiayue continued: “I drove out all the old nuns from that nunnery and sealed off all the roads around Pingcui Nunnery, opening a separate entrance on South Street.”

“Why?”

Lin Jiayue smiled: “I’ve always wanted to do something in the names of Jiang Jing and Concubine Zhou.”

“But I didn’t know what to do until I gave birth to Su’er, when I finally found a goal.”

“Giving birth to Su’er took two days and one night. Mother and child nearly…”

“But perhaps I still had a mission to complete here, so Heaven wouldn’t let me die.”

“In this era, childbirth for women is like gambling with their lives, relying entirely on midwives alone to assist. But midwives aren’t physicians—when facing difficult situations, they can only watch helplessly as both mother and child perish.”

In this era, though there were physicians specializing in women’s diseases, these doctors were mostly looked down upon by society, as were those in obstetrics. Therefore, medical practitioners studying this field were as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns.

“Women risk their lives, yet when facing difficult labor, they must avoid speaking of it for propriety’s sake, bearing it alone. It’s truly…”

Lin Jiayue wanted to say ridiculous, but the words stuck in her throat.

After a moment she said: “I reorganized Pingcui Nunnery and recruited midwives to learn childbirth-related medical arts for free. It’s already showing initial results, but I’ve encountered a problem.”

Song Wan looked at her and smiled: “Though there are physicians treating minor women’s conditions among the common people, those specializing in childbirth are extremely rare. You want me to allocate one or two people from the Imperial Medical Bureau to help you teach those midwives?”

“Exactly.”

Lin Jiayue smiled sweetly: “I most enjoy speaking with you. You’re so clever—I only need to bat an eye and you know what I want to do.”

“So, can you help?”

“Naturally.”

Song Wan’s tone was gentle: “To establish purpose for the people—this is our honor.”

“To establish purpose for the people…”

Lin Jiayue murmured in repetition, her eyes seeming to find a new goal.

She thought perhaps she wasn’t completely useless after all. Perhaps she could achieve her original dream.

To change this era, in a way this era could accept.

Understanding this, Lin Jiayue felt a weight lift from her heart, her entire being becoming lighter.

“Actually, I came to see you today for another matter as well—something I’d like your opinion on.”

Chapter 264: Days to Come
“Is it about Jiang Xing’s marriage?”

She had once promised Second Master Jiang to arrange a good match for Jiang Xing, and Lin Jiayue had always kept this in mind.

Now Jiang Xing had already had her coming-of-age ceremony and reached the age for marriage discussions.

“Have you taken a liking to any particular family?”

Lin Jiayue shook her head: “No, that’s precisely why I came to ask your opinion on this matter.”

“In the past, I had no authority in the Marquis of Chengyang’s estate, so I thought that in the future I would find a good match for Jiang Xing. But now that I’m in charge of the estate, I want to let Jiang Xing decide her own future.”

She looked at Song Wan and smiled helplessly: “Though families meet to arrange marriages, I always feel it’s like a transaction. Weighing advantages and disadvantages comes first, with the young couple’s feelings as an afterthought—is this truly workable? The couple must live their lives together. If the wrong choice is made, there’s no turning back for a lifetime.”

“So I asked Jiang Xing, and she doesn’t wish to marry.”

“You know what kind of temperament Concubine Liu has. Jiang Xing has finally had a few years of peaceful life and doesn’t want to leave the estate at all.”

Especially now that the estate was under her control, life there was carefree and comfortable—far better than marrying into who knows what family.

When Jiang Xing told her this, Lin Jiayue felt it made perfect sense.

Perhaps others couldn’t understand, but Lin Jiayue could empathize with Jiang Xing’s feelings.

“Naturally, I have no objections, but I fear delaying Jiang Xing, so I wanted to ask your view on this matter.”

“Not marrying…”

Song Wan pondered briefly, then smiled gently.

“They say women at home obey their fathers and when married obey their husbands. Since Jiang Xing has neither elders nor brothers, you can make the decision about her marriage.”

“In the past, I thought bearing children was women’s nature, but broadening my perspective, I’ve learned that everyone has different desires, and those desires are all different.”

Her life had not yet passed halfway, yet she had already met many extraordinary women.

If Jiang Xing could truly take responsibility for the path she chose and harbor no resentment toward others in the future, then Song Wan felt that whether Jiang Xing married or not would both be good choices.

“People’s faces differ in a thousand ways, and life shouldn’t be lived according to one mold. If she’s unwilling, then so be it.”

Lin Jiayue said: “But I also fear that by indulging her, if she chooses a path contrary to conventional society, the future will be difficult—she’ll need to endure strange looks and face criticism.”

As she spoke these words, Lin Jiayue’s heart carried a sadness no one else knew.

She should have been the least afraid of such things, yet having seen bamboo frames covered with white cloth and courtyards sprayed with crimson everywhere, she had ultimately become afraid.

She wasn’t afraid of being rejected by the world herself, but she couldn’t bear for Jiang Xing to suffer even the slightest hardship.

So she wanted to ask Song Wan.

She felt that in this world, only Song Wan could understand what she was saying and help her find the answer.

“No path in this world is easy to walk.”

Song Wan’s lips curved slightly, her tone unhurried.

“I think human suffering doesn’t come from others’ gazes, criticism, or being different.”

“If the road is difficult, it should come from one’s own wavering and uncertainty.”

“Some roads are simply hard to walk, but as long as one stays committed without listening, watching, or paying attention, one can probably have no regrets despite the sorrow, and find fulfillment in one’s heart even if the destination isn’t reached.”

Lin Jiayue stared with widened eyes at these words.

If she had heard this in the past, she would have asked Song Wan to explain in plain language, but today she suddenly understood.

That’s right—if the heart isn’t bewitched, doesn’t waver, doesn’t constantly change course, but focuses single-mindedly on what one seeks, there probably won’t be suffering.

The fear lies in wanting to descend the mountain halfway up, regretting it after descending, then climbing and regretting again.

“I’ll go back and ask her. If she truly isn’t afraid of criticism, I’ll let her do as she wishes. At worst, if she finds someone she fancies in the future, I’ll add to her dowry and arrange a good match then.”

“Precisely so.”

Song Wan nodded gently, agreeing warmly.

They were no longer the pitiful puppets of the past, manipulated by others and unable to break free. Now that they had the confidence, why not seek out the most comfortable path for themselves?

Lin Jiayue smiled: “I thought you would tell me to marry Jiang Xing into a prestigious family. You’ve also changed greatly.”

The Song Wan in her eyes had always been a standardized woman thoroughly tamed by feudal institutions, yet such a woman could now say that life shouldn’t follow one pattern, and that if a woman doesn’t wish to marry, then so be it.

It was truly… within reason yet beyond expectation.

Hearing Lin Jiayue say she had changed, Song Wan smiled faintly without speaking.

“Your Majesty, the Spring Banquet has begun. Would you like to go take a look?”

“Naturally.”

Song Wan stood up and turned to Lin Jiayue: “Let’s go together.”

The two walked out of Changle Palace, and Lin Jiayue went to find Jiang Xing and Jiang Su.

Shen Qianyu stood at the palace gate and scooped up Shen Shiyan, who had been rolling and running about in the courtyard, tucking him under one arm.

“Father Emperor, mercy…”

“Father Emperor…”

“Father Emperor seeks mercy? From whom should I beg for mercy?”

Holding Shen Shiyan up with one hand before his eyes, Shen Qianyu smiled and tossed him up, catching him on his shoulder.

“Aren’t you bothered by how dirty he’s gotten from rolling around?”

Song Wan smiled as she plucked a piece of dry straw from Shen Qianyu’s shoulder and helped straighten his wrinkled collar.

“Why would I mind? When is he ever clean?”

“And you still say that?”

Song Wan raised her eyes to glare at him, her gaze both reproachful and amused.

On one side, she had found people to teach Shen Shiyan proper manners, while on the other, Shen Qianyu accompanied him daily rolling in mud and burying fruits in snow.

No matter how busy he was, he made time each day to play with Yan’er.

Now father and son behaved neither as sovereign nor subject, having been impeached by the censors countless times.

“There are many people outside today. Don’t let him cling to you later.”

Shen Qianyu responded softly, then held Song Wan’s hand in his palm. With one arm around Shen Shiyan and the other holding Song Wan’s hand, he walked toward the Imperial Garden.

The man’s palm was scorching hot. Song Wan looked down with a slight smile and squeezed back.

Noticing her movement, Shen Qianyu turned his head and grinned broadly.

“Your Majesty, don’t smile. Watch where you’re walking.”

“Since Wan’er is shy, I won’t smile.”

Turning his head away, Shen Qianyu gripped Song Wan’s hand even more firmly.

Wan’er never believed his feelings were unwavering unto death, but Shen Qianyu himself knew that his devoted affection grew deeper with each passing day, never fading in the slightest.

“Wan’er.”

“What is it?”

“Tonight when we return to Changle Palace, shall we study those famous works together?”

Song Wan’s face flushed red at these words. Before she could respond, Shen Qianyu continued: “The ones in the indigo wrapping—I showed them to you last time…”

“Wan’er.”

Song Wan pressed her lips tightly together, refusing to speak.

Yet Shen Qianyu kept murmuring in a low voice, repeatedly asking if it was acceptable, if it would work.

“Your Majesty… be quiet.”

“Then I’ll take that as agreement.”

The Imperial Garden lay ahead. Not until he saw the figures of the court officials did Shen Qianyu put away his playful expression and set Shen Shiyan on the ground.

Father and son stood in the shadows, both wearing solemn expressions, brushing off the wrinkles on their clothing together before walking out with serious faces.

“The First Imperial Prince and His Majesty truly are… exactly alike.”

Watching the two figures’ movements, Heng Zhi couldn’t help but smile faintly. Song Wan, however, looked at little Shen Shiyan with a helpless smile.

She didn’t know when Yan’er had been molded by his father into a second Shen Qianyu—at such a young age, already adept at observing everything and adapting to circumstances.

“Your Majesty, this servant will support you.”

Heng Zhi extended her hand to escort Song Wan into the Imperial Garden.

The moment her foot landed, she heard the three calls of “Long live” and “Thousand years” beside her ear.

Song Wan raised her head to see Shen Qianyu holding Shen Shiyan’s hand, standing on the high platform looking back at her, his eyes full of tender affection.

She couldn’t help but curve her lips, her heart overflowing with gentle feelings.

Lin Jiayue said she had changed, and she knew it herself.

Outside the estate in the outskirts of the capital, on the day Shen Qianyu had disguised himself as Ji Rong to bid her farewell, that person had stood beneath the moon looking back at her, his eyes as brilliant as stars and full of lingering affection, just like today.

She had known then that this person’s heart belonged to her, though he himself didn’t realize it.

It was just that the Song Wan of that time didn’t know the person before her would cleave through waves and walk all the way to her side, sheltering her beneath his wings.

Ascending the high platform, Shen Qianyu naturally extended his hand.

Looking at the man’s hand covered in scars before her, Song Wan gently placed her own upon it.

As in the past, as in days to come.

Chapter 265: Competing for a Match
Palace banquets mostly served to foster connections between sovereign and subjects, but for the matriarchs of prestigious families, this was also an excellent opportunity to find matches for their children.

When Shang Thirteen was summoned to Changle Palace by Shang Rong, the Shang family knew that Noble Consort Shang must have taken a liking to some young lady and wanted to play matchmaker for her nephew.

When Shang Thirteen’s mother saw her son return from Changle Palace, she smiled and asked: “Which family’s daughter has your aunt taken a fancy to?”

“Why so glum? Did the young lady not take a liking to you?”

“But this is quite normal. Your aunt has keen judgment—she’s excellent at reading people and situations. That young lady must be exceptional, so perhaps many families have taken an interest.”

Shang Thirteen raised his head: “Why does Mother say this? Am I somehow lacking?”

“Oh my, your reaction really proves what Mother said—the young lady truly didn’t take to you?”

With that, Madam Shang covered her mouth and laughed.

Seeing his wife laughing so heartily, Master Shang turned to ask what happened. Madam Shang replied: “Rong’er arranged for Thirteen to meet a young lady, but she didn’t take a liking to him.”

Finishing her words, Madam Shang giggled again.

“Oh? Which family’s daughter? Your sister’s judgment would never be poor.”

Seeing both his father and mother’s faces full of amusement, Shang Thirteen felt embarrassed, the tips of his ears turning slightly red.

“She’s the legitimate daughter of the Song estate’s second branch.”

“Song Jianping’s daughter?”

Madam Shang said: “The Song estate’s second branch caused quite a commotion back then. This Song Jianping hasn’t returned to the capital for many years, and even his wife, Liu Shi, hasn’t appeared in public for a long time.”

“Although Song Fu now enjoys the Emperor’s favor and is part of the Empress’s maternal family, your aunt wouldn’t favor a Song family daughter just for that reason.”

“For your aunt to specifically summon you to meet her, this young lady must be quite outstanding.”

Madam Shang’s face was full of smiles: “Mother can roughly imagine the young lady’s situation in the estate, but she showed no delight upon seeing you, indicating she’s not a shallow person who only values family status.”

“My son has a fine appearance, yet the young lady wasn’t immediately smitten, showing she has her own judgment and isn’t easily swayed.”

“Such young ladies are usually excellent at managing households and bringing prosperity to their husbands. If you like her, my son, you must act quickly.”

“Mother speaks too soon.”

“Is that so?”

Madam Shang said: “In a while, when the young ladies and gentlemen compose poetry and display their talents, Mother will send your eleventh brother. He’s not yet betrothed—who knows, that Song family daughter might take a liking to him.”

“Mother.”

Shang Thirteen’s brows lifted, his handsome features suddenly showing some sharpness.

Madam Shang, however, couldn’t stop smiling.

“Young people can’t take teasing. Why do you tease him?”

Master Shang patted his wife’s hand, signaling that young people’s matters should be left to them.

The Shang family trusted Shang Rong’s judgment and already had a favorable impression of Song Ni. Madam Shang also made up her mind to observe this second branch Song family daughter during the ladies’ viewing session, to see if she was truly as excellent as she imagined.

Halfway through the Spring Banquet, the Emperor and Empress left successively, and the matriarchs of various estates began leading their younger generations to socialize and visit.

Two pavilions with water features were set up in the Imperial Garden—neither too far nor too close, so they wouldn’t disturb each other yet could observe the activities at the opposite pavilion.

Inside were writing desks with brushes and ink, zither platforms, and chess boards arranged by palace maids and eunuchs.

These places were traditionally used for unmarried noble daughters to display their talents. If someone with outstanding appearance and literary talent appeared, they might catch the Emperor’s eye and be brought into the harem.

But Shen Qianyu had no interest in this. With no unmarried imperial princes or princesses in court, these two water pavilions had now become venues for official families to arrange matches.

The three Song daughters weren’t ones to show off, especially Song Ni and Song Nian, who were exceptionally reserved.

Song Zhao occasionally glanced toward the water pavilion, watching others compose poetry, but Song Ni and Song Nian stood beneath the pavilion platform, silently accompanying Ming Xiang and Yang Pianzi.

Shang Thirteen stood with a group of young gentlemen from noble families. Originally, he had wanted to display some of his abilities before that young lady, but unexpectedly, Song Ni showed absolutely no interest in today’s gathering of men and didn’t appear at all.

Not seeing the person he wanted to see, his expression became indifferent, and he couldn’t muster any enthusiasm.

“Why did Ming Seventeen leave after coming up for just a while? I wanted to play a game of chess with him.”

“Just now I saw him leave the water pavilion with the Duchess of Yingguo. He must be visiting some family.”

Two young gentlemen in fine robes held chess pieces, absentmindedly making moves.

Their families had already arranged marriages for them, so appearing here now was merely for show. Several with no desire to display themselves gathered together, chatting desultorily.

“He’s probably visiting Madam Song. The Ming and Song estates are related by marriage—this Ming Seventeen might well marry a Song family daughter.”

“Ming Seventeen is betrothed to the Song family?”

“Don’t know, haven’t paid attention.”

The group mentioned it briefly and moved on, but Shang Thirteen took it to heart.

His brows lifted, and with one hand on the water pavilion’s railing, he vaulted over and out.

“Oh my, young master, please be more careful.”

“Eunuch Tang, please find my mother and tell her I wish to pay respects to the Song family elders.”

“This servant will go at once, but please don’t frighten this servant like this again. If you get hurt, Noble Consort Shang won’t spare this servant.”

“Understood.”

Dropping this remark, Shang Thirteen headed in the direction of the Song family’s female relatives.

With the Song estate’s prominent status, Ming Xiang hadn’t rested since entering the palace, busy receiving guests and socializing with other estates’ matriarchs. Even now, several madams surrounded her, their words overtly and covertly inquiring about the marriage prospects of the estate’s daughters.

Yang Pianzi watched from the side with secret satisfaction. Just as she was thinking about Qi Sulun’s wavering stance, she saw Madam Qi approaching with a delighted expression.

As soon as she drew near, the families who had been conversing quite warmly before successively departed.

Everyone knew her temperament and feared that being too close might involve them in any embarrassing incidents, tarnishing their own reputations by association.

Ming Xiang didn’t know how to interact with Madam Qi. Seeing her aunt-in-law bringing Ming Seventeen from afar, she quickly pulled Song Ni and Song Nian forward to greet them.

Halfway there, Shang Thirteen suddenly appeared from somewhere, blocking everyone’s path.

Song Ni and Song Nian stood behind Ming Xiang, their expressions unchanged, both with slightly lowered eyes, not raising their heads.

“The thirteenth son of the Shang family pays respects to Madam Song.”

Seeing him suddenly step forward, Ming Xiang was somewhat surprised.

Although today was indeed a day for unmarried young ladies and gentlemen to meet, suddenly approaching female relatives without family elders present was quite presumptuous.

Ming Xiang was about to frown when she heard Shang Thirteen say: “My mother was delayed on the road by some matter. Fearing she might neglect Madam Song, she instructed me to come pay respects first.”

Shang Thirteen turned around to see Madam Shang leading two Shang estate maids, striding briskly toward Ming Xiang.

As she passed the Duchess of Yingguo and Ming Seventeen, she even quickened her pace, overtaking them to stand before Ming Xiang and the two young ladies first.

Chapter 266: Intimate Conversations
Madam Shang spotted Shang Thirteen and blinked her eyes.

“Madam Song, it’s been a while.”

“Aunt Shang.”

Ming Xiang spoke sweetly, her face blooming with warmth when she saw Madam Shang.

Her grandmother was very fond of the Shang Family daughters, and she herself had some acquaintance with several young ladies from the Shang residence. However, since their husbands’ families were now all away from the capital, they had lost contact over the years.

Seeing Madam Shang today, she was quite pleased.

After the two exchanged a few pleasantries, Madam Shang turned her attention to Song Ni and Song Nian.

Both young ladies were exceptionally beautiful with rather similar temperaments. She didn’t know which one was Song Ni, but seeing both gently lower their heads with docile and composed demeanors, she felt very satisfied.

“Xiang’er.”

“Great Aunt.”

The wife of Duke Yingguo was also accompanied by a young man, none other than Ming Seventeen.

Though Ming Seventeen wasn’t from the legitimate line of Duke Yingguo’s household, because the Duke’s wife missed Ming Xiang, she found a pretext to bring him along.

The two young men stood facing each other, exchanged a glance, then simultaneously turned their heads away.

Ming Xiang looked between Madam Shang and her own aunt, then suddenly smiled.

“I need to speak with you about something. Let’s go to that shaded area to talk and leave these youngsters to bask in the sun and stretch their limbs.”

Madam Shang spoke with a smile, sending Ming Xiang and the wife of Duke Yingguo away.

This left only Song Ni, Song Nian, Shang Thirteen, and Ming Seventeen present.

What was peculiar was that ordinarily in such situations it would be the women who were shy, but when the two young men looked up at the beauties before them, the two young ladies were both even more aloof than the other.

“Today I brought two boxes of celadon beads. They’re from the imperial kilns that I collected with my father at court some time ago. Though not precious, they’re pleasant to hold and play with.”

“If strung into chains, they can even cool one down and dispel heat in summer.”

Ming Seventeen handed the small box in his hand to Song Nian, his tone gentle and forthright.

Truth be told, though his engagement to Song Nian had been arranged long ago, this was the first time they were meeting face to face.

Although they had previously exchanged letters and seasonal gifts through their families, he ultimately didn’t know whether she was round or flat. Getting to meet her today, Ming Seventeen finally felt at ease.

He wasn’t one to be captivated by beauty, but seeing Song Nian’s delicate and lovely appearance, his heart filled with three parts more tender affection.

“Thank you. I didn’t bring a return gift today, but I’ll prepare one separately for you after I return to the residence.”

Song Nian curtsied slightly toward Ming Seventeen. Though her expression remained light, her pretty face inevitably took on a thin layer of pink when she spoke.

She had always known of his good character, but receiving his constant consideration inevitably touched her heart and stirred tender feelings.

“Between you and me, why be so formal?”

Ming Seventeen’s tone was gentle, though the possessive meaning in his words was not small.

Shang Thirteen listened and smiled faintly, delighted in his heart.

He glanced at the other party, then raised his head to look at Song Ni behind Song Nian, opening his mouth with a smile: “I was abrupt with Miss Song earlier. Let me apologize.”

Shang Thirteen moved to stand before Song Ni. Seeing her maintain the same aloof expression as before, he couldn’t help but rub his nose.

He didn’t quite know why, but he felt the young lady didn’t really care for him.

However, the sons of the Shang Family had always dared to act boldly. Having some favorable feelings toward Song Ni in his heart, he didn’t twist about coyly and asked directly.

“The Shang and Song families intend to form a marriage alliance. What are your thoughts on this match?”

“I am very interested in you. Are you willing? If you are, after the Spring Viewing Banquet, I’ll come to your residence to formally propose.”

The young man’s tone was firm and spirited, his eyes full of forthright magnanimity.

Ming Seventeen and Song Nian were startled by his direct words. Song Nian’s face reddened upon hearing them, while Ming Seventeen looked at Shang Thirteen with secret admiration.

A man’s bold and frank honesty was truly admirable.

Though Song Nian had developed a somewhat cool temperament from not receiving her parents’ affection since childhood, she was ultimately still a young lady who had only recently come of age. Hearing such ardent words from a youth, she inevitably found it somewhat daring.

For a moment she worried for Song Ni and couldn’t help but raise her head to look at her.

Ming Seventeen thought Song Ni would flee in embarrassment, while Shang Thirteen expected her to at most say something about the marriage being decided by the family and be done with it.

Just as they were waiting for the young lady’s vague response, Song Ni unexpectedly stated directly: “I’m willing. If both families agree, you may come to propose.”

Shang Thirteen looked up in surprise. He saw Song Ni’s eyes clear as water, showing neither a daughter’s shyness nor any twisted reluctance to discuss feelings.

Though the elders of both families had first arranged for them to meet, and elders were present nearby, Song Ni’s frank and straightforward manner also made Shang Thirteen somewhat…

Shy.

The young man stared at the young lady’s eyes. Her even more frank and straightforward manner than his, a grown man, truly fascinated him.

He fidgeted with the jade belt at his waist, and Shang Thirteen pursed his lips in a slight smile.

No wonder he felt his heart stir with just one glance at Song Ni—this young lady’s temperament truly suited his taste.

The youth raised his hand and scratched casually behind his head as if to disguise his shyness, then suddenly said softly: “Then the day after tomorrow I’ll go to your residence to propose. What do you like? If there’s something you fancy, I’ll find it and give it to you together.”

“What about those celadon beads? Do you like them?”

Ming Seventeen’s brow twitched slightly at these words, and Song Nian’s hands clenched around the box with force, quite embarrassed.

“No need. Whatever is proper will do.”

Shang Thirteen smiled brilliantly: “Alright.”

Ming Xiang and Madam Shang watched from the shaded area, clearly seeing Shang Thirteen’s dazzling smile from afar.

The wife of Duke Yingguo said to Madam Shang upon seeing this: “Congratulations, congratulations. From the looks of it, a happy event should be near for your household.”

“Shared joy, shared joy. When the time comes, you must honor me with your presence and come to our residence for a celebratory drink.”

After Madam Shang finished speaking, she covered her lips and laughed again: “Though I might need to go to your residence first to ask for a celebratory drink.”

The marriage between these two families was thus settled. By the end of the Spring Viewing Banquet, everyone was in high spirits, their faces full of joy.

When Heng Zhi recounted the day’s events to Song Wan, Song Wan covered her lips and laughed, her eyes crinkling with mirth.

“I never imagined that Ni’er would develop such a decisive temperament.”

When she married out, her sisters at home were young and they didn’t interact much ordinarily. Song Wan had never imagined that Ni’er, usually so cool and detached, would be so resolute when handling her life’s major event.

“It seems Third Young Lady and Ni-jiejie from the second branch will both have their marriages approaching soon.”

Song Wan nodded, genuinely happy for her younger sisters.

“What about Yao’er? Did Third Aunt and Madam Qi make any moves today?”

Before Heng Zhi could answer, Heng Wu spoke up first: “Your Ladyship doesn’t know—Third Madam chatted very warmly with the Qi household’s matron today. The young eunuchs from the palace said the two of them were as close as blood sisters, getting along extremely well.”

“I wonder if it’s because no one at the banquet dared approach them. This servant heard from the cleaning eunuchs that when the Spring Viewing Banquet ended, the two were still reluctant to part, unwilling to separate.”

“It seems Third Aunt has truly taken a fancy to the Qi Family and is determined to have Yao’er marry into them.”

Heng Zhi said: “This servant remembers Your Ladyship once said the Qi household wouldn’t do.”

“Who won’t do?”

Just as the words fell, Shen Qianyu walked in from outside.

Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others waiting on the side immediately withdrew tactfully as they usually did, leaving the room’s peace and quiet to Song Wan and the couple.

“We were discussing Yao’er’s marriage with the Qi household.”

Shen Qianyu had no interest in this matter. Seeing no one else in the room, he moved forward and gathered Song Wan into his embrace: “The sky has darkened. Does Wan’er still remember what you promised me during the day?”

Chapter 267: Not Bitter
“I don’t know. I don’t remember promising anything,” Song Wan said with a faint smile, pushing Shen Qianyu away.

“There are dishes prepared on the table, still being kept warm. Wash your hands and come eat quickly. If they go cold, you’ll easily get stomach pain in the evening.”

Shen Qianyu let out a light snort, released Song Wan, and went to wash his hands.

Today the small kitchen had prepared pork tenderloin, wine-fermented shrimp, bamboo shoots, and chilled cakes. The two of them weren’t particular about food and usually took their meals at Changle Palace.

As they sat down, Shen Qianyu reached out and picked up a wine-fermented shrimp from the blue and white porcelain plate decorated with peach branch and crane patterns, beginning to shell it for Song Wan.

“Have your younger sisters at home been discussing marriage matches? I noticed you seemed in good spirits earlier.”

After Shen Qianyu finished speaking, just as he was about to place the shelled shrimp into Song Wan’s bowl, before he could move, Song Wan placed another shelled shrimp into his bowl.

“Today Song Ni from the second branch had a meeting with Shang Thirteen of the Shang Family. It seems this match will be settled.”

Taking the shrimp from Shen Qianyu’s hand into her bowl, Song Wan smiled faintly.

The couple often had such synchronized actions. At first they would be surprised by their shared understanding and even secretly feel sweetness, but over time they felt this must be the normal state for ordinary married couples.

Shen Qianyu knew Song Wan didn’t like to eat troublesome foods, so he brought the dish with chilled cakes before him and used a silver spoon to scoop them into easily manageable small pieces.

While doing this, Shen Qianyu said: “Do you know that today Yan’er came looking for me and complained for quite a while?”

“What does he have to complain about?”

“The day before, Imperial Noble Consort Shang assigned him lessons. He tried to hide at Zhao Nanzhang’s palace, but not only did he fail to escape the lessons, he was dragged into learning archery for the entire day.”

“It seems he started from learning the horse stance.”

Song Wan laughed lightly at this: “He should have hidden at Baozhen’s palace instead. Baozhen dotes on him and couldn’t bear to tire him out. Going there for a day, he’d always get to rest for half of it.”

“I told him the same thing, but unexpectedly when Yan’er heard this, he cried even harder.”

“He said Zhang Baozhen had somehow become obsessed with tailoring clothes and making shoes. When he went there, the young eunuchs dragged him to change outfits for half the day.”

At this point Shen Qianyu paused: “He said there were dozens of sets. I think he was exaggerating.”

“So he ran to you?”

“He said he also looked for Wan Xiao in between, but I had no heart to listen further.”

Seeing Song Wan’s face full of amusement, Shen Qianyu said: “I sent Yan’er to Qi Qingling’s place. Tonight no one will come disturb us two.”

Song Wan’s face reddened and for a moment she had no words.

Seeing she had eaten her fill, Shen Qianyu pulled her to the washing stand and took a cloth to wipe clean her ten fingers.

Song Wan watched his movements and said softly: “I’ll call Heng Zhi to undo my hair.”

“I’ll undo it for you.”

Carefully removing the hairpin from her head, Shen Qianyu then gently and tenderly unwound the strands of hair entangled around it bit by bit.

“I’ve noticed Heng Zhi’s eyesight has gotten increasingly poor. Several times she’s pulled out some of your hair, yet you’ve never said anything about it.”

“When women wear hairpins, what’s so unusual about breaking one or two strands? Her hands are already extremely gentle. I’ve never felt pain.”

After Song Wan finished speaking, she continued warmly: “When I first went to the Marquis residence, we master and servants huddled together in Longxiang Studio. In that first year my heart was restless and I couldn’t sleep well at night, so I often lit candles to read and practice calligraphy.”

“If I didn’t rest, the attendants had to stay up to wait on me. Nanny Zhao was elderly, and the other girls were young, so Heng Zhi let them go rest while she stayed to keep me company herself.”

“When I read, she would embroider. Perhaps her eyes were damaged then.”

“Then from now on I’ll undo your hair.”

Knowing she had deep sisterly affection with Heng Zhi, Shen Qianyu said nothing more. He carefully loosened Song Wan’s hair bun and took a white jade comb to gently brush her hair until it was smooth.

Tying her hair with a bright yellow silk ribbon, Shen Qianyu asked: “Does it feel tight?”

“No, it’s just right like this.”

Song Wan looked at the man in the bronze mirror whose expression was solemn and earnest, as if doing some important task, and suddenly said softly: “Husband, could you tell Wan’er about your situation when you first went to Nanqing?”

When he went to Nanqing, he was merely a young child.

To leave home at such a tender age—Song Wan very much wanted to know what he had experienced in his youth.

In the past she couldn’t bear to ask, but today she felt a bit curious.

“Nanqing?”

Shen Qianyu said: “There was nothing particularly special about it.”

“When I arrived in Nanqing I was still quite young. I only remember that right after arriving at the Nanqing palace I fell gravely ill. Uncle Yan took care of me for nearly a year. By the time my illness was cured, I had already adapted to life in Nanqing.”

“Though sending a young son as a hostage seems cruel…”

Shen Qianyu paused slightly, then gave a scornful laugh: “It was also fortunate in a way.”

The faint bitterness in his tone made Song Wan’s heart clench.

Being a hostage in youth must have been extremely difficult.

Yet also because of his youth, still having no particular attachment to or memories of his homeland and relatives, after merely a year he had adapted to the customs and culture of another nation—truly heartbreaking.

Song Wan looked at Shen Qianyu and couldn’t help but place her hand over the scar she had soothed countless times.

If it were an ordinary child, at five or six years old going to an enemy nation, he should have long forgotten his homeland.

Wearing another nation’s clothes, eating another nation’s food, learning another nation’s customs… if that place had treated him with even half a measure of warmth, Shen Qianyu wouldn’t harbor half a sentiment for Dongning.

It must be that every single day and night in Nanqing made him feel intensely painful, which is why that homeland ten thousand miles away could become what his heart longed for.

Likely it was the thought of returning to Dongning that sustained his entire will to live, which is why years later it allowed Shen Qianyu to be so attached to the people of Dongning and this homeland.

Song Wan could even imagine young Shen Qianyu alone in a corner ten thousand miles from home, secretly longing for home yet having no one to miss.

“Husband, you must have suffered greatly in your youth.”

Song Wan stood up and wrapped her arms around Shen Qianyu’s waist: “When I was young I felt fate was unfair, but now thinking back, there is no such thing as fairness in this world.”

“All people suffer, all living beings suffer.”

“But after bitterness, there will always come a day of sweetness.”

Shen Qianyu embraced Song Wan, tenderly stroking her hair: “There is no such thing as instant success in this world. For a real man to stand tall and proud is ordinary. All kinds of hardship are merely trials and tempering in life’s journey—once passed through, that’s all there is to it.”

“So Wan’er need not feel sorry for me. Your husband does not suffer.”

Actually, how could he not have felt the suffering?

When he saw Uncle Yan daily having the palace’s bestowed pastries and jewels sent to Yan Qing, watching Qin Rao being protected daily in Qin Zhan’s embrace, watching the mother of Liu Changque hide soft, greasy sugar cakes in her bosom and walk for days on end just to let him taste something from home—how could he not feel it was bitter?

But when he came to know Wan Xiao and realized that in this world there were always people living even more difficult lives than himself, he felt it wasn’t quite so bitter anymore.

When he met Song Wan and discovered that even as a woman she could turn her desperate situation around and carve out a path for herself, he felt that remaining bit of bitterness didn’t amount to much.

And now with fragrant soft jade in his embrace, able to appreciate spring rain and winter snow with his beloved every day and discuss daily trivialities, he felt—what suffering was there in life?

Clearly everything was sweet.

Shen Qianyu lowered his head and kissed Song Wan’s forehead gently and tenderly.

“I don’t feel bitter. I have Wan’er. Wan’er can offset all the world’s unwillingness to accept fate and all suffering.”

Chapter 268: Looking After
Shen Qianyu often said his temperament was dull and clumsy and his tongue not nimble, but Song Wan felt he was the most skilled speaker of sweet words in this world.

Though there were no explicit words of “hurt” or “love,” those words could always easily move her heart and stir her feelings.

“Wan’er?”

“I’m here.”

“That famous painting… shall we study and appreciate it together?”

“…”

Song Wan fell silent for a moment, then couldn’t help but laugh softly.

“If you don’t answer me, I’ll take it as your agreement.”

Shen Qianyu scooped her up horizontally, and together they tumbled into the sun-warmed, fragrant soft bedding.

Inside the room hearts melted and bones softened, hair tangled in disarray, while outside torrential rain poured down and thunder roared.

When it reached the depth of night, Song Wan suddenly awoke from Shen Qianyu’s embrace.

The man slept very restlessly, bending his legs from time to time as if uneasy. While struggling, he would also furrow his brows tightly as if in great pain.

Song Wan listened to the sound of thunder and rain outside, her heart aching with tenderness.

She put on a loose robe and got out of bed, calling for whoever was on night duty to stir-fry coarse salt with medicine added, then carefully tied it to his leg.

“Wan’er…”

The scorching sensation burned him instantly awake. Shen Qianyu sat up and said: “Did I disturb you?”

“No, I was awakened by the thunder.”

Song Wan continued taking out the scalding hot pouch in her hand and placed it through his clothing on the wound at Shen Qianyu’s lower back.

After the Battle of Su River, new wounds had been added to his body, which seemed to trigger all his past ailments.

Knowing he had damaged his foundation, Song Wan was unwilling to show her worry and trouble his mind.

“Sleep a bit more.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “I’ll keep you company.”

The bed gave off the medicinal fragrance of pain-relieving substances. On rainy nights like this, Shen Qianyu always felt unbearable aching and itching throughout his body, making him extremely uncomfortable.

“Then husband, hold Wan’er while sleeping.”

Removing the loose robe, Song Wan returned to his embrace.

The man’s chest was frighteningly hot, yet his injured leg gave off an icy chill. Song Wan moved even closer and slowly closed her eyes.

Outside the thunder and rain still rumbled, but the two people inside seemed not to hear it at all, sleeping peacefully.

Early the next morning, the coarse salt pouch on his body had long since cooled completely. Shen Qianyu gently kicked it out from under the blanket and held the person in his arms with his thoughts wandering.

When Song Wan was by his side, he never knew satisfaction, especially at times like this.

Perhaps because his gaze was too intense, Song Wan opened her sleepy eyes to see Shen Qianyu’s pair of eyes shining brightly, full of desire.

“I’m tired.”

Pushing him away with a laugh, Shen Qianyu said: “The rear palace is lonely and cold. Should we add a little princess?”

“I want a little daughter as adorable as Wan’er.”

“It would be best if her features and temperament were both like Wan’er’s. That way I could make up for the regret of not watching Wan’er grow up.”

Song Wan laughed at these words and said: “Then what if another prince is born instead? One with features and temperament all like yours? I don’t want to see a young husband like a mischievous monkey all over again.”

After she finished speaking, the enthusiasm in Shen Qianyu’s eyes suddenly turned to resentment.

Shen Shiyan truly resembled him terribly, especially in being particularly fond of crying.

Pillowing his hand under his head, Shen Qianyu pressed his lips together and shook his head darkly.

If they really had another Shen Shiyan, he would probably go mad.

The couple were conversing on the bed when chattering sounds came from outside the hall. Though they couldn’t hear clearly who was saying what, both Shen Qianyu and Song Wan knew it must be Shen Shiyan making a fuss again.

“Husband, go coax Yan’er.”

“I don’t want to go.”

Burying his head against Song Wan’s neck, Shen Qianyu grumbled pitifully: “I don’t want to leave Wan’er.”

“Then I’ll go.”

“Don’t.”

Unable to bear Song Wan getting a headache from Shen Shiyan’s crying and fussing, Shen Qianyu got up, swiftly changed into everyday clothes, walked outside the hall, and scooped the little fellow who was still making a commotion into his arms.

“Pay respects to Imperial Father. Long live Imperial Father.”

Just as he was scooped into his embrace, Shen Shiyan stopped crying and gave him a grinning salute.

“You’re quite crafty.”

Tossing the child to Heng Zhi, the Emperor and Empress got up to tidy themselves and dress.

Since yesterday’s rainstorm meant no court today, they could enjoy a leisurely day with wife and child.

After the three had breakfast, Shen Qianyu took Shen Shiyan to the Imperial Garden to fish. Father and son played until noon before returning to Changle Palace carrying a large, plump koi.

Song Wan watched Shen Shiyan clumsily holding the wooden bucket and laughed with delight.

“Mother Empress, Yan’er presents one fish, extremely fat and delicious.”

“How delicious?”

Song Wan crouched down with a smile, about to lean forward to look at the fish in the bucket, but before she could see it, she felt a fishy earthen smell rush straight at her face.

“…”

Slightly lowering her eyes to suppress that familiar feeling of nausea, Song Wan stood up and gave Shen Qianyu a half-smiling glare.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.”

After speaking, she smiled again.

She didn’t know if it was because Shen Qianyu had been wholeheartedly hoping for a little princess that he really summoned the little one today, or if it was…

Turning to look at Shen Shiyan who was still playing with the fish, Song Wan covered her lips, finding it amusing in her heart.

In the afternoon when Wan Xiao came looking for Shen Qianyu, Song Wan had Heng Zhi invite an imperial physician.

“Congratulations, Your Majesty the Empress. It is indeed a joyful pulse.”

Song Wan remained calm at these words, but Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were so happy their eyes reddened.

“Your Ladyship, should we inform His Majesty?”

“No need. When he returns, I’ll tell him myself.”

Just as everyone was rejoicing, someone outside reported that Madam Song was requesting an audience.

“Sister-in-law? Quickly show her in.”

When Ming Xiang entered Changle Palace, her face was full of joy. Song Wan was about to ask if there was some happy occasion at home when she heard Ming Xiang say: “Your Ladyship, guess who came with me today?”

Just as she finished speaking, Jinshu was led in by Luanjian.

The young lady had been married for several years. The greenness and childishness on her face had long since faded, and her cheeks were flushed with the tender joyful affection that only married women had.

“This servant pays respects to Her Majesty the Empress.”

“Rise quickly.”

Heng Zhi stepped forward to help Jinshu up. Jinshu looked at Song Wan with a shy smile.

“Last time I saw Jinshu, she asked me if there was an opportunity, could I bring her into the palace to see Your Ladyship. I happened to want to enter the palace today to report happy news from the residence to Your Ladyship, so I had someone invite her to come with me.”

Song Wan said in surprise: “Is there something?”

Jinshu shook her head: “This servant just wanted to enter the palace to thank Your Ladyship, to thank Your Ladyship for looking after this servant all these years.”

Slightly loosening her grip on the food box in her hand, Song Wan finally saw her protruding belly.

“You’re actually expecting? How many months?”

“Five months.”

Jinshu’s face flushed completely red with shyness, her eyes full of the peace and vitality that only those living leisurely happy lives possessed.

“These past years my husband has received much promotion from Your Ladyship, already rising from Company Commander to Regional Commander. This servant knows it was all Your Ladyship’s secret protection, so I’ve always wanted to enter the palace to thank Your Ladyship and kowtow to Your Ladyship.”

After thinking, Jinshu smiled and stroked her belly: “Bringing him along.”

To leap ranks from Company Commander to Regional Commander within three years indeed required someone’s protection to achieve, but Song Wan knew this was not her doing. For a moment she felt regret for the person behind it.

After thinking for a moment, Song Wan said: “It’s because Li Chengzu handles matters properly that he gained his superior’s favor. It’s not that I deliberately looked after him.”

Chapter 269: No Connection
Jinshu knew Song Wan was simply unwilling to let her feel indebted, so she didn’t argue. She knelt on the ground and kowtowed three times to her.

This action greatly startled Song Wan.

“What are you doing? You’re carrying a little one in your belly—you mustn’t disturb the fetal energy.”

Heng Zhi stepped forward to help Jinshu up, while Song Wan pulled her to her side and examined her carefully.

Song Wan saw that Jinshu’s complexion was rosy, and probably because of her pregnancy, her whole person had filled out by four or five parts. Her small face was lustrous and glowing. Her movements showed not half a trace of restraint, suggesting she was accustomed to being in charge at home.

Seeing this, Song Wan’s lips curved slightly, satisfied in her heart.

She thought for a moment and said softly: “How do you get along with your husband? Is he as you remembered from childhood?”

At these words, Jinshu’s face reddened, then showed full shyness: “He’s no different from his youth and treats this servant very well. My husband has no patience for managing household affairs large and small, so everything at home is left for this servant to decide.”

Stroking her protruding belly, Jinshu smiled: “My husband is naturally taciturn. After this servant became pregnant, I often have cravings. When I suddenly want pickled sour bamboo shoots in the middle of the night, he’ll restrain his nature and go to Aunt Li’s house next door to ask for some…”

“When he has three consecutive days of duty, before leaving home he always prepares everything—the water barrel, firewood, and other trivial matters. Even for meat and vegetables that need to be purchased at the market, he gives money to the aunts next door for three days and has them prepare it for me.”

“This servant thinks my father didn’t misjudge—Brother Chengzu is truly a good husband.”

As Jinshu spoke, her face reddened first.

She didn’t know what that thing called love in storybooks was, but Li Chengzu knew her strength was tremendous and never let her do heavy work. Jinshu felt he must cherish her as he did in childhood.

“If he treats you well, then I’m at ease.”

Song Wan touched Jinshu’s head, her emotions complex.

She also hoped Jinshu lived well. It seemed her living an ordinary life was also that person’s wish.

“Your Ladyship, rest assured. This servant lives very well. You mustn’t worry.”

Song Wan nodded, feeling relieved.

Ming Xiang and Song Wan still had matters concerning the Song residence to discuss. Jinshu was considerate and suggested on her own that she catch up with the Heng sisters.

The four former friends walked together to the corridor eaves of Changle Palace and sat together speaking in low voices.

But after only a short while, Heng Zhi and Heng Wu were called away by female officials from other palace halls.

When Shen Qianyu and Wan Xiao walked into Changle Palace from outside, they saw Jinshu and Luanjian sitting in the warm sun. Shen Qianyu glanced at Wan Xiao, finally understanding why this person insisted on escorting him back to Changle Palace today.

“Pay respects to His Majesty.”

“Rise. Luanjian, come with me.”

After the two performed their courtesies, Shen Qianyu opened his mouth to call Luanjian away, leaving only Wan Xiao and Jinshu.

“Director Wan.”

Seeing Wan Xiao, Jinshu smiled sweetly, showing the joy of suddenly encountering an old acquaintance.

In the past when working under Song Wan, whether it was Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, or Luanjian, they all protected her very much and never called her to do laborious tasks that required dealing with outsiders. This left Jinshu with very few acquaintances in the palace.

But Wan Xiao was different. Wan Xiao had helped her treat wounds and helped her find her husband. Jinshu felt they could be considered to have some friendship.

Seeing Wan Xiao hadn’t followed Shen Qianyu into the hall, Jinshu smiled and greeted him.

“What brings you to the palace today?”

Wan Xiao folded his hands in his sleeves, his face full of carefree, irreverent smiles.

“I haven’t seen Her Majesty the Empress in a long time. My household has always received her protection, so I’ve always wanted to find an opportunity to pay my respects and kowtow to thank Her Ladyship.”

At these words, Wan Xiao smiled faintly.

“I see you’re with child. Why are you still traveling about so much? Why not wait until after you’ve given birth safely before entering the palace?”

“How could this servant wait and choose a day? Today I also borrowed Madam Song’s favor—only then could this servant enter the palace.”

When Jinshu spoke, her eyes were full of smiles. Wan Xiao watched with slightly curved lips but didn’t speak.

He folded his hands in his sleeves and lowered his eyes. Only after a moment did he ask quietly how he treats you.

Once these words came out, Jinshu only felt inexplicably strange, but thinking he was probably also concerned for her, she smiled brightly: “Very well. In ordinary days, whether clothing, food, housing, or travel, my husband always puts this servant first.”

“That’s good then.”

Wan Xiao’s eyes took on traces of tender indulgence: “When a woman marries, it’s for clothing and food. If your life can be guaranteed free of worry about clothing and food, free of illness and disaster, that’s enough.”

“Yes, this servant thinks the same.”

At these words Wan Xiao shook his head: “Since you’ve already left the palace, you should call yourself ‘commoner woman.’ It’s no longer appropriate to call yourself ‘this servant.'”

“This ser… commoner woman can’t change the habit all at once, especially after re-entering the palace—I feel even more restrained.”

“Then don’t enter the palace again.”

Wan Xiao said: “Your current status makes it inconvenient to enter the palace. If you live your days well outside the palace, Her Ladyship will be at ease.”

Seeing Jinshu didn’t understand, Wan Xiao didn’t answer further but instead asked if she had chosen a name for the child in her belly.

Jinshu stroked her belly and smiled: “We have.”

“My husband says if we have a boy, we’ll call him Rui, and if it’s a daughter, we’ll call her Zhen.”

“Excellent.”

“Either the Li Family’s auspicious omen or the Li Family’s treasure—this meaning is truly excellent.”

“I think so too.”

Jinshu smiled bashfully, showing some of her childhood charm.

“If you have no other business, I’ll escort you out of the palace. I imagine Her Ladyship and Madam Song still have things to discuss.”

“Actually, there’s nothing else, but I should still pay my respects to Her Ladyship…”

“No matter. You’re with child. Waiting here will only make Her Ladyship worry.”

“But…”

Jinshu couldn’t make up her mind and looked at Wan Xiao with some difficulty.

“I’ll have someone inform Her Ladyship. You needn’t worry.”

After speaking, without waiting for Jinshu’s reaction, Wan Xiao walked forward on his own. When heavy footsteps sounded behind him, only then did he slowly slow his pace, allowing Jinshu to catch up.

He knew Jinshu was indecisive. Making decisions for her and not making her tire her mind actually made her more relaxed.

The two slowly walked toward the palace exit. When they saw the palace gate, Wan Xiao said: “Do you need me to send someone to take you home?”

“No need. My husband is waiting for me outside the palace gate.”

Though she had entered the palace together with Ming Xiang today, Li Chengzu feared the Empress might send someone to escort her out early upon seeing her pregnancy, so they had agreed he would wait at the palace gate.

“My husband said that if I leave the palace together with Madam Song, I should take the Song residence’s sedan chair back. If I come out early alone, I should go to the east gate to find him.”

Seeing her every sentence inseparable from “my husband,” Wan Xiao finally felt at ease and was genuinely happy for her.

“Then I’ll escort you this far. The remaining road you’ll walk yourself.”

Jinshu didn’t understand the meaning beyond his words and only nodded happily.

The sun was strong today. She didn’t know if Brother Chengzu had a place to shade himself from the sun. Thinking this in her heart, Jinshu quickened her steps.

“Jinshu…”

Wan Xiao suddenly spoke. Jinshu turned her head and looked at him blankly.

“If you encounter any difficulties, you can come to Dong Chang to find me.”

“Thank you, Director Wan.”

A considerable distance separated the two. Jinshu looked at Wan Xiao’s kind eyes and suddenly said: “Director Wan…”

Chapter 270: Knowing Gratitude
Jinshu wanted to say that when she went to the capital garrison to see Li Chengzu off to duty, she had once seen a courtyard near there. That courtyard was full of elderly people with ashen complexions and no one to care for them.

After inquiring for a long time, she learned that living there were all servants who had left the palace.

Servants were different from palace maids. Palace maids over twenty-five or who had served ten years in the palace could leave to marry outside, but servants, due to their special status, could only be confined within these red walls and yellow tiles for their entire lives.

Often the palace couldn’t afford to bear so many expenses. When they grew old, they would mostly be sent outside the palace to fend for themselves.

The fates of those servants were mostly miserable. Not only did no one care for them, but they were also frequently bullied by people who came to their doors.

She had witnessed this several times. Though her heart couldn’t bear it, she was powerless to help.

She didn’t know why, but thinking about Wan Xiao’s future—that he might perhaps also end up in the same circumstances—Jinshu felt her heart couldn’t bear it.

She wanted to say that if Wan Xiao had no descendants in the future, when he grew old, perhaps her children could help support him more.

But just as these words reached her lips, Jinshu felt it was very inappropriate.

His status was so high that under no circumstances should he end up in such a fate. If she said these words, people would only think they were flattering and ingratiating words.

After thinking, Jinshu raised a smile: “What this commoner woman wanted to say to Director Wan is that this commoner woman has changed her name. If we meet again next time, Director Wan can call this commoner woman Tao Qian.”

Wan Xiao was slightly stunned. Only after a long while did he smile faintly: “Tao Qian.”

“Yes.”

Jinshu grinned foolishly, then raised her hand and waved at Wan Xiao: “Director Wan, you’re a distinguished person with many affairs. You needn’t escort me further. This commoner woman can walk the road ahead by herself. Please return quickly.”

“Alright.”

Wan Xiao nodded, turned around, and strode back toward the palace interior.

Jinshu watched his back with a sweet smile, then also turned to leave the palace.

Hearing that person’s footsteps gradually fade away, Wan Xiao stopped and stood in place for a long time.

But from beginning to end, he never looked back.

“Brother Chengzu.”

Walking out of the palace gate, Jinshu saw Li Chengzu sitting on a wooden cart, his head covered with light perspiration.

His temperament was taciturn and honest. Having said he would wait for her in a certain place, he wouldn’t move half an inch. Jinshu saw his cheeks were flushed red from the sun and couldn’t help but feel distressed.

“Why didn’t you find a shady place to wait for me?”

Li Chengzu said: “I was afraid you’d come out of the palace and not see me. Get on. I’ll push you home.”

“No need. I can walk myself.”

Li Chengzu shook his head: “Sit. You’re with child, and the palace has many noble people. This half day, you surely had no place to rest.”

Pulling the coarse hemp cushion on the wooden cart before Jinshu, Li Chengzu half-pulled, half-supported her onto the cart.

Under the scorching sun, the man pushing the wooden cart was sunburned until his face was completely purple-red. Jinshu felt extremely distressed and several times wanted to get down from the cart, but was stopped by Li Chengzu each time.

He lowered his head and looked at Jinshu, whose eyes were full of distress, smiling as he wiped sweat with his sleeve.

This was his wife and child. He never felt they were a burden.

In the past he had no name and suffered much bullying. Now that he could, through heaven’s grace, live an ordinary life, it was enough to make him grateful to tears.

Though his name was false, the current life was real—this was enough.

Raising his hand to pass the large lotus leaf on the cart to Jinshu, Li Chengzu said: “Cover yourself a bit. The sun is strong.”

“I’ll also cover Brother Chengzu a bit.”

Holding that lotus leaf high and placing it between them, even though it didn’t bring shade to either person, the young couple still felt very comfortable.

“By the way, Brother Chengzu, today when I entered the palace I saw Director Wan. He told me not to enter the palace again in the future to see Her Ladyship. Why is this?”

“I know he means well for me, but I can’t figure out the reasoning.”

Li Chengzu lowered his head to look at Jinshu, whose eyes were full of innocence, and smiled: “Your status is different now. If you enter the palace to see noble people, many will think you’re seeking something.”

“Moreover, if relatives and friends around you learn that you have this friendship with the current Empress, it will only bring harm and no benefit.”

Their status was lowly. They absolutely couldn’t protect this grace. If people knew, it would only add troubles.

Jinshu thought for a moment and understood the reasoning.

“I understand now. From now on I won’t enter the palace again.”

After thinking, Jinshu said again: “Brother Chengzu, if you have time tomorrow, could we go to that half-abandoned courtyard on the outskirts of the capital again? I’m thinking tomorrow I’ll make some pork buns to send to those elderly… people.”

“Alright.”

“Brother Chengzu.”

“Mm?”

Li Chengzu concentrated on pushing the cart, striving not to let it jostle.

“After seeing the elderly in that courtyard, I always feel uncomfortable in my heart. If someday Director Wan also falls to that state, could I have our child support him until he passes?”

“When I was in the palace he took care of me a lot, and you were also found by him. If he truly has such a desperate time, I’m thinking it would be best if we could lend a hand.”

But she couldn’t make this decision herself. She always had to ask her husband first.

“Naturally.”

Li Chengzu’s hands pushing the cart were exceptionally steady, his tone also carrying a sense of matter-of-factness: “To receive someone’s grace and repay their kindness—this is the way of the world. What you’re doing is right.”

“I think so too.”

At these words, Jinshu’s face filled with smiles.

She looked at her husband and finally couldn’t help but bashfully touch Li Chengzu’s hand pushing the cart.

The man lowered his head and smiled honestly.

“If we pass a pickle shop, shall we go buy some pickles? That eight-treasure radish you love seems to have run out, and these past days I’ve also been craving something sweet and sour.”

“Alright.”

“We also need to buy some soft cloth. At this month, we should start preparing things for the child to use. I was lazy before, but these past days not sitting or lying down is uncomfortable. I think I can do some light work.”

“Alright.”

“I also want to make you another pair of short boots. The ones I made before were all too thick. Now they can’t be worn at all…”

“I also need to sew myself a pair with soft soles.”

“Aunt Li says in a few more months these legs and feet will swell. I’m afraid I won’t be able to wear my old shoes.”

Li Chengzu had a taciturn temperament and just kept saying “alright, alright” all along the way. Jinshu sat on the cart calculating what items they’d need to prepare in the coming months, while he firmly remembered everything at her side.

Not until the two had finished buying everything did they return home to rest.

After seeing Jinshu off, Wan Xiao returned to the palace to find Ji Rong.

Now Ji Rong had become Shen Qianyu’s seal-bearing chief eunuch. Though usually extremely busy, seeing him come he immediately put down the work in his hands.

“What’s wrong with you now?”

Waving everyone around him away, he looked helplessly at Wan Xiao’s appearance, which differed from usual, and sighed slightly.

“I just heard from a eunuch at Changle Palace that Jinshu entered the palace today.”

“Did you see her?”

“Mm, I saw her.”

Ji Rong said: “How is she doing?”

Wan Xiao smiled faintly: “She’s doing very well. I should thank you.”

“That man is one who knows gratitude. He treats Jinshu very well. I imagine if Jinshu’s father’s family knows under the nine springs, they can finally close their eyes in peace.”

Both of them had walked through mountains of corpses and seas of blood. They always had this bit of accuracy in judging people.

At these words, Ji Rong smiled faintly: “As long as you don’t resent me.”

“Resent you for what?”

After saying this, Wan Xiao patted Ji Rong’s shoulder and spoke quietly: “Actually, I have another matter I’d like to trouble you with.”

Chapter 271: Hoping for a Daughter
“What is it? Just speak directly.”

Wan Xiao said, “Childbirth is no easy matter for women. Please help me find a skilled physician from the Imperial Medical Bureau to attend to her.”

“Don’t let anyone know this was my doing.”

“Done.”

After telling Wan Xiao about how Lin Jiayue had entered the palace to ask Song Wan for an imperial physician specializing in obstetrics and pediatrics, Ji Rong said, “The Empress has entrusted this matter to me. I can now conveniently find you a reliable midwife as well.”

Wan Xiao smiled and expressed his gratitude, then turned to return to Changle Palace to find Shen Qianyu.

Who knew that just as he arrived at the gates of Changle Palace, he would see palace maids and eunuchs with faces full of joy.

“What has you all smiling so happily?”

“The Empress is with child! Her Majesty is with child…”

“Excellent, excellent.”

Wan Xiao’s eyes were also filled with delight.

The Emperor and Empress were deeply devoted to each other, but it was also a fact that the Emperor’s neglect of the harem had resulted in few heirs, and the Empress had long been criticized for this.

Now that the Empress was pregnant again, it would give the court officials less to talk about.

If this child was also a prince, that would be even better.

He had known Shen Qianyu and Ji Rong for many years. The journey that had brought the three brothers to this day had been truly arduous.

Thinking this, a trace of a smile floated into Wan Xiao’s eyes.

“Congratulations to Your Majesty, congratulations to Her Majesty the Empress.”

“Joyous, truly joyous indeed.”

Shen Qianyu grinned widely. “If the national treasury weren’t so depleted, I would even want to grant another general amnesty and reduce taxes again.”

Song Wan glanced at him and smiled gently as she touched her abdomen.

This pregnancy was not as difficult as her previous one. The little one in her belly was well-behaved and obedient, never troubling her.

However, for some reason, Song Wan’s appetite had improved greatly during this pregnancy, and she felt hungry all day long.

By the time she was five months along, she had grown rounder all over, appearing much more plump than before.

Shen Qianyu had also developed a new habit because of this, delighting in feeding Song Wan every day.

“Wan’er, have one more bite. The small kitchen has been stewing this five-flavor duck for a long time. It’s tender and easy to digest, and the flavor is fresh and sweet.”

“I’ve asked the imperial physicians, and this amount of food won’t be burdensome. Wan’er need not worry.”

Song Wan caught the aroma of meat and found it exceptionally delicious.

She watched as Shen Qianyu brought the duck meat to her lips with chopsticks, and she couldn’t help but open her mouth slightly.

After swallowing the duck meat, Song Wan said, “I haven’t seen Song Yao and Song Nian since their marriages. If we have time tomorrow, why not summon the four of them—both couples—to enter the palace together?”

“Can your body manage it?”

“Of course it can.”

She stroked her abdomen and said with a gentle smile, “This little one isn’t like Yan’er. They’ve never made me suffer at all.”

“Our daughter will surely be as well-behaved as Wan’er.”

After helping Song Wan wipe her mouth, Shen Qianyu said softly, “Since your body is fine, it would be good to see your family sisters. I also worry you might find palace life boring or feel stifled.”

Song Wan nodded in agreement.

Although this pregnancy hadn’t caused her much suffering, she had become considerably plumper, making her somewhat clumsy at times. Yet Shen Qianyu particularly loved watching her in this unprecedented awkward state.

“Tonight I’ll stay by Wan’er’s side.”

When they were expecting Shen Shiyan, they had still known to sleep in separate beds, but now Shen Qianyu had long since abandoned such concerns. Even the canopy bed that had previously been in the bedchamber had been moved out long ago.

Helping Song Wan to the bedside, Shen Qianyu carefully helped her change into her sleeping garments.

“I can do it myself…”

“Let me help Wan’er.”

Draping the soft inner robe over Song Wan, Shen Qianyu also adjusted the cushions for her. The two lay down together in their clothes, and Shen Qianyu gently ran his fingers through her long hair.

“I wonder if she’ll be born looking just like Wan’er?”

“I don’t know.”

“I think she will.”

Shen Qianyu rose from the bed and carefully pressed his ear against Song Wan’s swollen belly.

Seeing this, Song Wan smiled faintly. “Have you thought of a name for her yet?”

“I have.”

The man turned and got off the bed, pulling out from his desk a thick stack of gold-flecked paper filled with single characters.

He moved close to Song Wan. “I’ve been choosing for over twenty days, but no matter how I pick, I still favor the character ‘jiao.'”

“I want her to be our precious darling.”

“I want her to have people who cherish and dote on her her entire life, not just you and me.”

“Jiao’er’s future husband must be chosen by me. If he cannot treat her even better than I do, then I would rather keep Jiao’er in the palace for her whole life.”

Song Wan watched as Shen Qianyu spoke and actually became melancholy, and she couldn’t help but find it amusing.

The child wasn’t even born yet, and he was already planning so far ahead. She truly didn’t know what he would do if there really came a day when the little princess married.

Touching her abdomen, Song Wan suddenly felt a bit worried.

Shen Qianyu loved the little princess so much, but what if she gave birth to another little prince instead? What would he do then?

Thinking of this, Song Wan laughed softly.

“Does Wan’er think this name isn’t good?”

“It’s excellent. I love our Jiao’er.”

The husband and wife talked by candlelight late into the night, until Song Wan felt hungry again in her belly. Only after Shen Qianyu brought her a meat and rice porridge that had been simmered for a long time, fragrant with the aroma of rice, and she slowly ate it, did she feel settled.

This pregnancy was easy for Song Wan. The next day when Song Yao and Song Nian entered the palace with their respective husbands, she had risen early yet felt not the slightest bit tired.

“We pay our respects to Her Majesty the Empress and Noble Consort Shang.”

After the four paid their respects to Song Wan and Shang Rong, they each took their seats.

Song Nian looked at Song Wan, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time, and felt quite surprised in her heart.

Song Wan had changed greatly since becoming pregnant. Perhaps because she carried a child in her womb, her gaze was gentle and peaceful, filled with maternal love.

In the past at the Song residence, though the other woman’s manner had been gentle and she had seemed docile, Song Nian had always been able to see some wariness and scrutiny in her eyes.

But the Song Wan of now had only gentle tenderness in her eyes, along with a serene contentment that was impossible to describe in words.

Today she wore only ordinary clothes, her hair simply pinned up with a single pearl hairpin, without any trace of an empress’s imposing dignity.

Yet strangely, when meeting her gaze, no one could ignore her commanding presence.

It wasn’t that Song Wan was in any way ostentatious, but rather…

Song Nian lowered her head and smiled faintly.

Perhaps it was simply that power cultivated a person.

This kind of life was probably what Song Yao had sought her entire life, yet could never achieve no matter how hard she tried.

Withdrawing her gaze from Song Wan, Song Nian quietly listened to what the others at the gathering were saying, but her mind couldn’t help thinking of Song Yao.

After all, she and Song Yao had grown up together. Although the two sisters had quarreled unpleasantly several times in recent years, in her heart, Song Yao was always closer to her than Song Wan.

This was probably the power of blood kinship.

Even though she knew what kind of person Song Yao was, she still thought of her own legitimate elder sister.

“Madam, please have some hot tea.”

Seeing the sorrow that flashed through her eyes, Ming Shiqi pushed the teacup in front of Song Nian.

“Thank you, husband.”

After quietly thanking Ming Shiqi, Song Nian brought the tea before her to her lips and took a light sip.

Her spirits were low, truly because she had suddenly thought of what it would have been like if Song Yao had also been present today.

Because of the Battle of Su River, the court had lost many important ministers, and positions above and below had shifted considerably.

The scholar surnamed Hu whom her father had selected for Song Yao had also entered the Ministry of Justice as an official this year. Though he wasn’t in any particularly important position, he was also considered part of the Song faction, and when her elder brother’s position changed in the future, his situation wouldn’t be too bad either.

As for Song Yao’s marriage to the Qi family, it had already been formally settled. Although they hadn’t yet gone through the full betrothal ceremony, it was set in stone with no room for change.

That Qi Sulun and Madam Qi were also not as unbearable as Song Yao had imagined.

Chapter 272: A Shrewd Person
Yang Pianzhì usually seemed like a crude and unreasonable person in the household, but when it came to her daughter’s marriage, she appeared to transform into a different person entirely.

Thinking of the things Yang Pianzhì had done, Song Nian lowered her eyes, feeling bitter inside.

The Qi family that Song Yao looked down upon had been treated like a treasure by Yang Pianzhì.

First, she would visit the Qi residence from time to time, chatting with Madam Qi and playing card games. Then she would frequently inquire after Qi Sulun’s wellbeing with warmth and concern.

When Qi Sulun came to feel that her manner was considerate and she was quite amiable and approachable, Yang Pianzhì immediately brought Song Zhao to the Qi residence.

She had probably calculated that Madam Qi was someone who couldn’t distinguish what was important, deliberately giving the other woman an opportunity to trick Qi Sulun into offending Song Zhao.

Qi Sulun already looked down on his own mother’s behavior, and now having offended the young lady from a family of respected elders, even before Yang Pianzhì said anything, he couldn’t hold himself together first and felt deeply guilty.

Madam Qi desperately wanted this marriage to happen, so she immediately seized upon this excuse to have the two families arrange the betrothal.

Yang Pianzhì, having grasped her mindset perfectly, used this opportunity to make outrageous demands, forcing Madam Qi to sign an agreement stating that Qi Sulun would establish a separate household in the future, and that for his entire life he would neither take concubines nor divorce his wife.

Thinking of this, Song Nian suddenly felt somewhat envious of Song Zhao.

In the past, Mother had cursed Yang Pianzhì countless times behind her back, calling her an unseemly piece of gutter trash. Yet this very person who was accustomed to throwing tantrums and making scenes had schemed exhaustively for the sake of her own daughter, forcibly securing for her a marriage that was actually quite good.

Qi Sulun’s temperament was acceptable. Although the young couple would establish a separate household, they ultimately hadn’t divided the family property. In this way, he could enjoy the dignity of being from an aristocratic family without having to suffer under his mother-in-law and sisters-in-law at home.

Moreover, Qi Sulun harbored resentment toward his birth mother in his heart, and even before marrying, his loyalty already lay with his wife’s maternal family. This would undoubtedly save much trouble in the future.

Before Song Nian herself had even left the household, Yang Pianzhì had been tormenting Third Uncle’s favored concubine daily in the residence, forcing him not only to take out his private savings to add to Song Zhao’s dowry, but also to secure a position for Qi Sulun.

During that period, sounds of wailing and crying frequently came from the third household.

According to the servants, the Third Madam and Third Master were fighting fiercely.

Now that she had married out, Song Nian didn’t know whether Qi Sulun’s position had been secured. But regardless of whether it had been settled, Song Nian felt that given Yang Pianzhì’s nature, this matter would succeed no matter what.

If Third Uncle couldn’t endure it, he would certainly go seek her elder brother. He was an elder, and her brother would always give him some face.

Song Zhao would be happy in the future—perhaps even better off than both she and Song Yao.

Although the Ming and Shang families were noble relatives with power and influence, there were truly many vexing matters within them.

Even just after marrying into the Ming family for a few days, Song Nian had already grown weary of the circumstances where she constantly had to engage in verbal sparring with her sisters-in-law and had to be careful and cautious in all her words and actions.

The only consolation was that Ming Shiqi treated her with reasonable consideration.

Song Nian raised her head and smiled gently when she looked at Ming Shiqi.

Ming Shiqi extended his hand and under the table took Song Nian’s hand in his palm.

His wife was quiet and reserved, with occasional hints of sadness in her eyes, which always involuntarily stirred Ming Shiqi’s compassion.

Feeling the warmth coming from his palm, Song Nian’s lips curved slightly upward.

Seeing the smile appear on her face, Ming Shiqi released her hand, comforted in his heart.

Having received this comfort, Song Nian withdrew her hand and picked up the jade chopsticks from the table.

In this movement, she revealed a string of rough Buddhist prayer beads worn on her wrist.

Song Nian’s eyes grew slightly moist as she looked at them.

This was something Mother had sent to her before her marriage. These prayer beads were crudely made, with each bead apparently ground out bit by bit by hand. Though they didn’t look particularly refined to the naked eye, she had carefully felt each and every one of them.

Those beads appeared ordinary, but there wasn’t a single rough spot on them anywhere.

The simple wooden prayer bracelet worn on Song Nian’s wrist truly didn’t match her silks and satins or her jade hairpins and pearl ornaments, but Song Nian only felt a sense of calm when wearing it.

“Madam…”

Ming Shiqi gently called to Song Nian. She raised her head to look and discovered Song Wan was watching her with a face full of tenderness.

She realized that the Empress must have just said something to her, but she had been lost in thought and hadn’t heard.

“It’s nothing. I only noticed Third Sister hadn’t eaten much and wondered if the food wasn’t to your taste.”

“It suits my taste. Thank you for your concern, Your Majesty.”

Song Wan nodded gently and smiled, letting the matter pass without further inquiry.

She thought that if she were Song Nian, she probably would have difficulty developing any sisterly affection for herself either.

Blood kinship—some people could perhaps only be related by “blood” while finding emotional closeness difficult.

Song Wan had always been perceptive and open-minded. For matters that couldn’t be forced and need not be forced, she simply let them be, allowing them to develop as they would.

Although she and Song Nian came from the same household, the coolness between them was known to all. After watching for a few moments, Shang Rong paid it no mind and devoted her attention with delight to Song Yao.

“These two young couples are truly well-matched. The young men are handsome and the young ladies are beautiful. If they have children, who knows how clever and adorable they’ll be.”

Song Nian and Ming Shiqi were slightly bashful.

They were all newly married couples, so discussing such topics naturally made them feel somewhat embarrassed.

However, Song Yao showed no reaction at all. Her expression remained natural and composed, without the slightest hint of coyness.

Seeing this, Shang Shisan gently squeezed her palm under the table.

Song Yao turned to look at him. Shang Shisan raised his eyebrows slightly, as if to say his wife should display some bashfulness…

But he hadn’t expected that Song Yao would actually press his hand in return under the table, curving one finger to gently write the character for “quiet” in his palm.

She found him troublesome…

Shang Shisan’s handsome eyes widened as he glared huffily at his wife, but the ticklish, tingling sensation from his palm went straight to his heart.

The young woman’s palm was warm. Shang Shisan wanted to pull away, but Song Yao gently held him in place.

Her movements were very gentle, yet Shang Shisan instantly became obedient, the tips of his ears tinged with a slight blush.

A grown man—how could he argue with a woman? Since she didn’t want him making a fuss, he would obey. After all, no one would control him tonight, and he could make all the fuss he wanted in bed.

Thinking of the intimate moments the two of them had shared on the bed these past few days, Shang Shisan’s face turned bright red, and his palm grew hot as well.

Feeling his body temperature rising ever higher, Song Yao couldn’t help but glance at him in surprise.

They were husband and wife after all. With his every movement and even a single glance, she knew what this man was thinking. Song Yao widened her eyes and glared at him angrily. Shang Shisan immediately lowered his head and quietly went about eating.

Seeing him settle down, Song Yao turned her slightly flushed face away.

The movements of the two young couples—four young people—seemed secretive, yet were fully displayed before Song Wan and Shang Rong’s eyes. The two women exchanged glances, both raising expressions that were caught between tears and laughter, yet also delighted for them.

“Ah, youth—it truly is wonderful.”

At these words, all four young people blushed. A moment later, Shang Shisan said with a smile, “Aunt and Her Majesty the Empress are also still young. Why do you speak as if you’re already old?”

This remark made Shang Rong burst into laughter, and Song Wan also stroked her abdomen, feeling emotional.

In another ten or so years, perhaps her children would also be like this, holding hands with the ones they loved and walking before her and Shen Qianyu, displaying to her the purest emotions in this world.

Only…

Song Wan smiled slightly.

She just didn’t know whether the little one in her belly was a little prince or the little princess she and Shen Qianyu so longed for.

Chapter 273: Torment
Shen Shixiao was born on the coldest day of winter.

When carrying Shen Shixiao, Song Wan hadn’t suffered the slightest hardship, but unexpectedly during the birth, it all came back to her with a vengeance.

Everyone had originally thought that since this pregnancy had been stable and she wasn’t a first-time mother, she would most likely give birth smoothly. Yet Song Wan endured for a full two days before successfully delivering him.

Those two days of torment were unlike anything Shen Qianyu had experienced in his entire life.

To this day, he still remembered the continuous sounds of a woman’s hoarse roars and agonized moans coming from the room.

Song Wan’s voice became unrecognizable. Shen Qianyu suspended court for two days, neither eating nor drinking, only waiting bitterly outside.

He tried several times to rush into the room, but was stopped by Wan Xiao each time.

“If Your Majesty goes in, you’ll only make those midwives worried and frightened. Not only will you be unable to help Her Majesty the Empress, you’ll actually cause more chaos.”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes were bloodshot. “Then what am I supposed to do? Just stand here stupidly doing nothing and wait?”

He knew Wan Xiao’s words made sense, but Shen Qianyu hated his own powerless appearance.

“Your Majesty… perhaps you could pray to Heaven for its blessing to protect Her Majesty through a smooth delivery.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Qianyu lifted his robes and knelt directly before the birthing chamber.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao and everyone in the courtyard all knelt down together.

“There is no sovereign above another. Today I pray to Heaven to bestow its grace to bless my wife with a smooth delivery. I am willing to abstain from meat for the rest of my life in exchange for my wife’s safety.”

Shen Qianyu knelt on the ground, praying devoutly.

Throughout his life, he had never believed in ghosts or gods, never feared Heaven or Earth. But from this day forward, he was willing to believe in all the deities and Buddhas in the world, willing to hold them in reverence, as long as his wife could be safe and sound.

Lin Jiayue also knelt in the courtyard. The stone tiles beneath her were bone-chillingly cold, but everyone seemed not to feel it, kneeling ramrod straight.

She looked at the figure at the very front, that man dressed in a bright yellow robe, and suddenly felt somewhat dazed.

After kneeling for a long time, her knees hurt terribly. She glanced around and saw no one was paying attention to her, so she simply collapsed into a sitting position.

If Song Wan was fine, whether she sat or lay down didn’t matter—Song Wan wouldn’t hold it against her. But if Song Wan couldn’t get through this ordeal, seeing Shen Qianyu’s crazed appearance, she feared that both she and those midwives she had brought into the palace would barely be able to survive.

Since she wouldn’t survive anyway, why should she suffer before death?

With this thought, Lin Jiayue spread the thick cloak she wore on the ground and sat comfortably waiting for the outcome.

In her ears was the sound of a man’s rambling, error-filled sutra recitation. Listening to that clumsy yet sincere voice, Lin Jiayue’s heart gradually calmed.

She gazed at Shen Qianyu’s back, her heart aching.

In the past, she had mocked ancient people for not understanding love, but looking now, how could they not understand?

She was the one who didn’t understand.

As Jiang Xingjian’s face flashed through her mind, Lin Jiayue blinked to drive it from her thoughts.

The sky gradually darkened. Many people couldn’t hold on and collapsed to the ground, yet Shen Qianyu seemed completely unaware, still kneeling upright. By late night, even Wan Xiao couldn’t endure it anymore and sat down sideways.

For a time, in the entire courtyard, apart from Shen Qianyu, no one could keep their back straight anymore.

Wan Xiao looked worriedly at the other’s knees but didn’t step forward to persuade him.

At a time like this, whatever Shen Qianyu wanted to do could only be left to him.

Throughout the night, midwives went in and out, carrying out countless basins of blood. It wasn’t until the sky was about to brighten that everyone heard a middle-aged woman in the room shout loudly that Her Majesty had given birth, along with the sharp cry of an infant.

“Your Majesty, Her Majesty has given birth! Her Majesty has successfully delivered the Second Prince…”

The midwife wrapped the child tightly and carried him out. Shen Qianyu didn’t even glance at him before walking toward the room. But after kneeling all night, both his legs had long since gone numb. Before he could even stand up, he fell straight forward.

Wan Xiao and the others hurried forward to support him, but Shen Qianyu pushed everyone away and struggled to crawl forward a few steps.

“This servant oversteps his bounds.”

Seeing this, Ji Rong’s eyes reddened. He pulled Shen Qianyu up, carried him on his back, and strode into the room.

“Wan’er…”

After two days of difficult labor, Song Wan had long since lost consciousness. How could she hear Shen Qianyu’s calls? Shen Qianyu only saw Song Wan sunk deep into the soft pillows, her face deathly pale, completely motionless.

He couldn’t help but extend two fingers toward Song Wan’s nose.

The woman’s weak breath proved she was still alive. Shen Qianyu wanted to touch her face, but when he extended his hand and saw the purple-blue color on it, he remembered that his palms were ice cold.

He hurriedly withdrew his hand and stiffly rubbed them together before touching Song Wan through the thick quilt.

Watching Song Wan’s eyelids move slightly, the man who had already passed his thirties suddenly burst into tears with a wail.

“Take good care of the Second Prince. Everyone else unrelated may withdraw.”

Ji Rong stepped forward to pull Shen Qianyu up, had the imperial physician take his pulse, and only then helped him to a chair.

Shen Qianyu’s legs still had no feeling. The imperial physician administered needles for a long time before he gradually began to feel hot, tingling, and other strange pains.

“Your Majesty hasn’t eaten in a long time. Would you like some porridge?”

“No need.”

Shen Qianyu stared blankly at Song Wan’s sleeping face and said in a low voice, “Inform the Imperial Kitchen that from now on, my meals must not contain any meat or fish.”

Ji Rong frowned, but seeing his condition could only agree for the time being.

“Your Majesty, the Second Prince’s name…”

A eunuch brought over a sandalwood tray with the Second Prince’s birth date and time written on it.

Shen Qianyu picked up the brush, paused briefly, then casually wrote the three characters “Shen Shixiao.”

He had never considered that this child would be a prince and had never chosen a name for a prince. Right now he had no time to consider other matters. He had originally wanted to write the character “jiao,” but unexpectedly when he put brush to paper, he wrote “xiao” instead.

“Let it be.”

Pushing away the eunuch, Shen Qianyu continued keeping watch over Song Wan.

Perhaps because she had damaged her vital energy during childbirth, Song Wan slept for many days before slowly waking. As soon as she opened her eyes, she saw Shen Qianyu’s face covered with stubble, his expression haggard.

“How many days have you been watching over me?”

Her voice was hoarse. As soon as she spoke, it startled Shen Qianyu into raising his head.

“You’re awake?”

“I’ve watched over you for five days. These five days, no matter how I called to you, you never once answered me.”

The man’s tone was aggrieved as he grasped Song Wan’s hand tightly against his cheek, not daring to relax for even a moment. He always felt that if he relaxed even slightly, this person would leave him.

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled weakly. “I was tired, so I rested for a few days. No wonder I didn’t sleep peacefully—you were constantly making noise beside me.”

She touched the man’s cheek, her heart softening.

Looking at his haggard appearance, he must have been terrified these past few days.

He became especially timid when it came to matters concerning her, and that boundless courage he usually had disappeared to who knows where.

Song Wan’s heart ached terribly. She held Shen Qianyu’s hand for a long time without letting go.

The husband and wife were silent, yet there was a sense of fortune and lingering fear at having survived a calamity.

After a long while, Song Wan laughed softly. “So is our child a little princess or a little prince?”

Hearing these words, Shen Qianyu’s eyes and brows immediately drooped.

He said in a voice slightly tinged with exhaustion, “It’s a troublesome little boy.”

Song Wan felt slightly disappointed in her heart. “It’s fine. The next one will surely be a little princess.”

Unusually, Shen Qianyu didn’t respond. He held Song Wan’s hand and turned his head away, saying nothing more.

Chapter 274: Trust
After Shen Shixiao was born, he regained his quiet temperament. As long as he was fed and satisfied, he never cried or fussed, being very well-behaved.

“Mother Consort, didn’t Father Emperor say this should be a little sister? How did it become a younger brother?”

“Does Yan’er not like having a younger brother?”

“I do like him.”

Shen Shiyan extended his small hand and gently touched Shen Shixiao, then suddenly grinned with his mouth missing several baby teeth, smiling happily.

“Whether it’s a younger brother or younger sister, Yan’er likes them both.”

He had been doted upon since birth and now never hesitated to express the feelings in his heart. Reaching his still chubby little hand into his robes, Shen Shiyan pulled out a jade pendant.

“Noble Consort Shang said jade pendants ward off frights. I’ll give it to my younger brother.”

Carefully hanging the jade pendant on the infant’s cradle, Shen Shiyan held Shen Shixiao’s hand for a long time without letting go.

After giving birth to Shen Shixiao, Song Wan frequently brought Shen Shiyan to Changle Palace so the two brothers could spend time together. She hoped they could look after each other like she and Song Fu did.

Shen Shiyan seemed to understand her intentions and carried himself very much like an elder brother.

Because the difficult childbirth had damaged her body, for quite some time after giving birth, the Imperial Kitchen prepared medicinal meals to restore Song Wan’s health.

Song Wan didn’t feel her body was particularly restored, but she did become increasingly plump day by day.

“Your Majesty, Director Liu has sent new gowns. Would you like to try them on to see if they fit?”

Song Wan stood up and looked at herself in the bronze mirror, blinked, then suddenly laughed.

“In the past, I always wanted to be more plump. I really disliked looking so frail all the time. But now that I’ve become fuller, I actually find it unsuitable.”

During this period, she had taken many supplements and exercised little, nourishing herself until her skin was fair and her complexion rosy. Even Song Wan herself felt she looked three parts more beautiful than before.

However, for some reason, Shen Qianyu hadn’t stayed overnight at Changle Palace in quite some time. Sometimes, even after returning to Changle Palace to dine with her, he would leave in a hurry to sleep at Yangxin Hall.

They had been married for many years, and he had never been so abnormal before.

“Did His Majesty say where he would be staying tonight?”

“His Majesty said he won’t be staying at Changle Palace tonight and instructed the servants to attend to Your Majesty before you retire.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s brows furrowed slightly, but she said nothing more.

Seeing this, Heng Wu said in a low voice, “Your Majesty, do you think someone improper has approached His Majesty?”

“No.”

Having been husband and wife for so long, she at least had this much trust in Shen Qianyu. After thinking for a moment, Song Wan said, “I’m afraid when I gave birth to Xiao’er, it worried him too much.”

There were no secrets between her and Shen Qianyu. Even if the couple had any doubts or grievances in their hearts, they would speak directly.

So Song Wan didn’t take the matter of him not staying at Changle Palace to heart.

After Shen Qianyu left court, she asked him about it plainly.

“Your Majesty doesn’t stay at Changle Palace—is it because you fear I might become pregnant again and damage my health?”

She asked so directly that Shen Qianyu could only nod with reddened eyes and acknowledge it.

Song Wan would never know how important she was to him.

During both deliveries, Shen Qianyu had waited outside that door. He had personally heard Song Wan’s agonized moans in the room, personally watched the midwives carry out basin after basin of blood. How could he be at peace?

He wasn’t afraid of mountains of blades or seas of fire, but he truly feared Song Wan becoming pregnant again.

“Wan’er, I don’t want to see you pregnant again, nor do I want more children. I only want the two of us to accompany each other safely through this life until we grow old.”

“You don’t want another little princess who looks exactly like me?”

“I only want Wan’er.”

Song Wan embraced Shen Qianyu and said softly, “What if I want a daughter?”

When Ming Xiang had brought the adorable and well-behaved Niannian into the palace, she had truly been delighted beyond measure. And even if not for herself, she also wanted to fulfill Shen Qianyu’s wish.

He had longed for a little princess for so long—she couldn’t bear to let him have regrets.

“Even if Wan’er wants one, it cannot be.”

He had already secretly asked imperial physicians to prescribe him something. Whether intentional or unintentional, he would not let Song Wan conceive another child.

The ordeal of childbirth for women was truly difficult to endure. He could no longer withstand such terror, not even once more.

Shen Qianyu held Song Wan in his arms and said softly, “Wan’er, wait for me two more months. Once I… I’ll return to stay at Changle Palace.”

He feared his willpower was insufficient and would ruin things.

When it concerned Song Wan, he had to be extremely careful.

Although Shen Qianyu’s words were vague, Song Wan instantly understood the unspoken implications. She looked up at Shen Qianyu in surprise for a long time, then finally smiled softly.

As an emperor, his actions were truly… bold.

If the world knew he had taken such measures that could overturn the dynasty, the historical records would surely write him down as a foolish ruler.

But as her husband, Song Wan’s heart held only feelings of gratitude.

Having been married to him for many years, she had lowered her guard time and again, finally bit by bit coming to regard the man before her as an ordinary husband.

In her heart, this man was finally no longer an emperor first, but a husband foremost.

Song Wan tightly wrapped her arms around Shen Qianyu’s waist. Even though she knew he still had agents in Nanqing, she would never again doubt whether he suspected her aunt and Qianbai.

Before others, he was the ruler of a nation, but facing her, he was only her husband. That was enough.

“I’ll wait for my husband.”

However long it took, she could wait.

The Emperor and Empress had been married for years without ever living in separate palaces, but after giving birth to the Second Prince, the fact that Shen Qianyu hadn’t stayed at Changle Palace for a long time soon became known throughout the front court and rear palace.

Everyone said the Empress’s exclusive favor had finally come to an end, and the harem would undoubtedly welcome new people.

In less than half a month, this talk spread like wildfire. When it reached Song Wan’s ears, she only smiled slightly and didn’t take it to heart.

But though she wasn’t anxious, it worried the others in Changle Palace terribly.

After hearing this, Heng Wu was anxious all day long. She worried in her heart but didn’t dare ask Song Wan, afraid of troubling her mistress.

“Your Majesty, have you heard the rumors outside?”

Song Wan looked up, surprised that the first to bring up this matter wasn’t the usually quick-tempered Heng Wu, but rather the always silent and taciturn Luanjian.

“Recently, there are quite a few scheming palace maids in the palace who frequently approach His Majesty. Your Majesty has managed the rear palace for many years with consistent benevolence. I’m afraid those restless ones think Your Majesty lacks thunderous methods and consequently want to climb above your head.”

“That’s right, that’s right.”

Heng Wu couldn’t hold back any longer upon hearing this. “If Your Majesty gives the order, this servant will go today to teach those with improper thoughts a lesson, let them see who truly rules this palace.”

“It’s fine, no need to bother.”

Song Wan smiled. “When has His Majesty’s heart ever changed? You needn’t worry about this. After some time, once His Majesty finishes with court affairs, he’ll return to stay at Changle Palace.”

After saying this, she gently patted Luanjian’s hand.

With this reassurance, Heng Wu and Luanjian gradually set their minds at ease.

But they hadn’t been relieved for even half an hour when everyone saw Heng Zhi hurrying in from outside.

She dismissed the others and moved close to Song Wan, saying, “Your Majesty, just now a eunuch from Yangxin Hall came to report that while His Majesty was bathing, he kept a palace maid with a beautiful face…”
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Hearing this, Song Wan said, “This eunuch from Yangxin Hall who came to deliver the message—do you recognize him?”

Heng Zhi was momentarily stunned by the question, then carefully recalled the appearance of the eunuch who had come to relay the message.

She thought for a long time and frowned slightly. “He was indeed unfamiliar.”

Song Wan said, “His Majesty has never had any intention of dallying with palace maids, and he has never allowed anyone to attend closely when bathing or changing clothes. How could he suddenly keep a palace maid by his side?”

“Moreover, these four words ‘beautiful face’ invite considerable imagination, but are also rather deliberate.”

Having been husband and wife for many years, what Shen Qianyu disliked most was undressing before others. The claim about keeping someone while bathing truly didn’t hold water.

“I’m afraid that with so many rumors in the rear palace recently, some people have developed ulterior motives and are deliberately coming to test the waters.”

Song Wan smiled gently. “If I make a scene using this opportunity, it would be tantamount to confirming my reputation for jealousy. Tomorrow, someone would probably use this as an excuse to attack me for monopolizing the rear palace and interfering with imperial heirs.”

Heng Zhi, Heng Wu, and the others’ expressions tightened, secretly thinking that they had indeed been disturbed by the outside rumors recently.

“No wonder people have been approaching this servant to gossip during this time. It turns out someone has set a trap to frame Your Majesty.”

Luanjian clenched her fists, her lips pressed tightly together.

“Your Majesty must investigate the person behind this and punish them severely.”

“That won’t do.”

Song Wan smiled. “This matter cannot be investigated. Let them be.”

It was true that she and Shen Qianyu were deeply devoted as husband and wife. As ordinary people, this would be a beautiful thing, but with Shen Qianyu as emperor exclusively favoring one person, it was improper.

For those ministers in the front court to make such probes was not a matter of disrespect—rather, she and Shen Qianyu should bear some responsibility.

“If we don’t investigate, it can be left unresolved. But if we make a big fuss about it, it will only provoke everyone’s dissatisfaction and give them material to exploit.”

“When refusing people or matters, gentle methods are superior. Moreover, the masses cannot be opposed. Getting entangled with them will only result in mutual destruction. Better to go with the flow.”

Seeing that Song Wan’s face showed not the slightest trace of anger or fury, Heng Zhi and the others finally set their minds at ease.

Their young mistress was never hasty when encountering matters, and this made those who served by her side increasingly calm and steady in temperament as well.

Song Wan picked up an exquisitely crafted cloth bell and teased the three fat cats, while Shen Shixiao was surrounded by the cats in the very center, giggling from time to time.

An hour later, Shen Qianyu hurried in from outside, his face full of dark gloom.

As soon as he entered the hall, Heng Zhi and the others withdrew.

“What’s happened to you? Why do you look so agitated?”

As soon as Song Wan spoke, Shen Qianyu said, “Earlier, an assassin was caught at Yangxin Hall. Wan Xiao took them to the Eastern Depot’s torture chamber, but the person bit off their own tongue and committed suicide without saying anything.”

“I don’t know who is behind this or what their intentions are. Right now I have no leads at all.”

Hearing this, Song Wan’s hand paused slightly. “An assassin?”

“How could an assassin suddenly appear in the palace?”

Shen Qianyu said, “I don’t know either.”

“I took medicine and was napping at Yangxin Hall. After waking, I was perspiring and wanted to bathe. Who knew someone would sneak into Yangxin Hall and suddenly strangle my neck.”

“…”

Song Wan frowned. “Male or female?”

“Wearing a palace maid’s dress—should be a woman.”

If it was an assassin, why would they deliberately send someone to notify her at Changle Palace?

Song Wan looked up and asked in confusion, “Did she have any weapons in her hands?”

“None at all.”

“How did she strangle your neck?”

Shen Qianyu said, “I was resting in the bathing tub with my eyes closed. This person reached out a hand toward me, which I forcibly broke at the arm and threw off. What’s wrong? Is there some problem?”

“Right, we should also station more people at Changle Palace. I’ve had Wan Xiao assign more people to watch over Yan’er. Until we determine who made the move, you must be careful.”

After saying this, Shen Qianyu’s brows furrowed tightly. “I don’t know who bore murderous intent toward me or why. This person is hidden extremely deep. Though without martial skills, their mind is ruthlessly resolute—upon entering the Eastern Depot and seeing Wan Xiao, they immediately bit off their tongue and committed suicide.”

“Such character suggests someone cultivated as a spy for many years.”

“…”

Shen Qianyu had not considered at all that the woman might have been offering herself. As soon as he saw the woman, he branded her an assassin. Perhaps fearing she would implicate her clan, the woman could only seek death.

Such decisiveness suggested she came from no lowly background—probably also a daughter of an aristocratic family.

Song Wan looked up at Shen Qianyu and smiled slightly, but didn’t expose this matter.

His actions would probably directly extinguish the thoughts of those who had developed improper ideas.

Thinking of this, Song Wan found it amusing in her heart.

“Your hair is still wet. The weather is cold—don’t catch a chill.”

Taking a bright yellow soft towel from the washing stand, Song Wan walked before Shen Qianyu and helped him dry his hair bit by bit.

The woman’s fingertips were soft, brushing across the top of Shen Qianyu’s head bit by bit, making him quite uncomfortable as he shifted his body.

But as soon as he moved, he felt a piercing pain in his left knee.

“What’s wrong?”

Shen Qianyu gritted his teeth and forced himself through the sharp pain. “Nothing, just shivered from the cold.”

“If you can’t bear the cold, why aren’t you wearing the cotton-padded inner robe I sewed for you?”

“I can’t bear to wear it.”

Shen Qianyu grinned. “Wan’er made it for me with her own hands. I’m reluctant to.”

Having grown to this age, he had never had a close relative personally sew clothes or shoes for him.

Watching Song Wan work busily for several days just because he had casually mentioned feeling cold before bed one night, Shen Qianyu felt that cotton-padded inner robe was heavy and precious beyond measure.

“If it wears out, I’ll sew you another.”

“I’ve already had the palace embroiderers make them. Wan’er needn’t trouble herself with this.”

Knowing she cared for him, Shen Qianyu felt incredibly sweet inside.

“Tonight I’ll stay with you at Changle Palace. Until the person behind this surfaces, I won’t be able to rest easy.”

“Alright.”

After helping him dry his hair bit by bit, Song Wan reached into his robes to gently check.

“Wan’er, what are you doing?”

Shen Qianyu pressed down on his robes, quite bashful. “These days it can’t be done. If you want… you’ll also have to wait a while longer.”

The man looked up at Song Wan, his tone serious. “Wan’er, don’t tease me anymore.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled. “I was just checking your body temperature. Where did your mind go?”

“The room has a charcoal brazier lit. Go change into something heavier.”

Taking several heavier garments from the wardrobe, Song Wan helped him change bit by bit.

In winters past, Shen Qianyu’s body had been like burning charcoal, always intensely hot. But since winter began this year, his hands and feet had been ice cold. Sometimes when they rested together, he would even startle her awake with his coldness.

Moreover, he had begun to fear the cold. In winter, morning and evening, he would often unconsciously complain of being cold.

Her hands paused while helping him change, and Song Wan frowned slightly, then quickly covered it up.

“I’ve had the palace craftsmen make several thin, small hand warmers. When you attend court, you can put them in your sleeves or against your chest. That way you’ll be warmer.”

“It’s just that this year’s winter is particularly cold. No need to pamper me so.”

Though Shen Qianyu refused with his words, the corners of his grinning lips didn’t lower for a long time.

“In the past in Nanqing, I could even spend the night sleeping in snow naked—it wasn’t difficult. How could I be frightened by this winter?”

“Indeed so.”

Song Wan smiled softly and agreed with Shen Qianyu’s words.

But there was no smile in her eyes. Instead, she was quite worried.

The truth was, this year’s winter…

Was not cold at all. Compared to last year, it was actually several degrees warmer.
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Young children grow quickly like shoots in the wind, and in just seven or eight years, Shen Shiyan and Shen Shixiao had already grown into half-grown children.

Though the two brothers resembled each other in appearance, their temperaments were vastly different.

Shen Shiyan’s disposition took after his Imperial Father—seemingly carefree with his laughter, anger, and flamboyant nature, yet beneath it all he possessed great calculation. Having been doted upon since childhood by Shang Rong, Zhao Nanzhang, and others, his nature was also quite magnanimous.

Yet even Shen Shiyan, who was showered with boundless affection, was not without his troubles.

Many in the court speculated that he and Shen Shixiao might one day engage in fraternal rivalry, perhaps even creating a situation of brothers fighting over this realm, but he always felt that if Shen Shixiao truly harbored such thoughts, he himself would actually be somewhat pleased.

“Why are you reading these Buddhist scriptures again?”

Snatching the scripture from Shen Shixiao’s hands, Shen Shiyan glared with furrowed brows: “Didn’t Imperial Concubine Zhao tell you yesterday to seek her out to learn archery and horsemanship? Why didn’t you go?”

“Imperial Elder Brother, please don’t be angry. This younger brother forgot.”

Shen Shixiao looked up with an embarrassed smile.

“If you forgot, I sent people to your palace to find you. How is it they couldn’t find you for half a day?”

Shen Shixiao lowered his head, not daring to speak.

Yesterday he had hidden beneath the rockery in the Imperial Garden to study Buddhist scriptures, and unknowingly became so absorbed that he lost track of time. Only when the sky darkened and he could no longer make out the characters did he react, hurrying off to find his Imperial Father and Mother.

“It’s this younger brother’s fault. It won’t happen again.”

“How will it not happen? How many times have you deceived your elder brother?”

Shen Shiyan pressed his hand on the scripture on the table, his heart extremely vexed.

“You’re a seven or eight-year-old child—why do you read these things all day? Could it be you plan to become a monk in the future?”

“Reading can enlighten the mind and open wisdom. It has nothing to do with becoming a monk or not.”

Shen Shixiao stood up and obediently came forward to grasp Shen Shiyan’s hand: “Today, Imperial Younger Brother will accompany Imperial Elder Brother to practice archery and horsemanship. Imperial Elder Brother, please don’t be angry anymore.”

With his own younger brother so obediently apologizing, how could Shen Shiyan remain angry? Only, his talk of practicing archery and horsemanship was entirely meant to comfort him.

Though his Imperial Younger Brother’s name contained the character for “valiant,” he had nothing whatsoever to do with valor. Rather, he was gentle and refined, every bit a cultured scholar in appearance.

“Then promise your elder brother—from now on, you’re not allowed to read these things anymore. What if they lead your disposition astray?”

“This younger brother won’t become a monk. Imperial Father and Mother said that in the future, this younger brother must help Imperial Elder Brother manage the realm. This younger brother knows the responsibility upon his shoulders.”

“You needn’t think of it that way. With your elder brother here to shoulder the responsibility of the realm, you can freely do whatever you like.”

Bearing the responsibility of the realm was truly burdensome. If Shen Shixiao had such aspirations, he would gladly hand this realm over to him.

But he knew Shen Shixiao had no such ambition at all.

His younger brother loved quiet and loved reading, with not the slightest interest in such trifles as being king or emperor.

Affectionately patting Shixiao’s head, Shen Shiyan said: “You can do whatever you wish, only you cannot become a monk or a man removed from the world.”

“Imperial Elder Brother, rest assured. This younger brother won’t.”

“People are born bearing a mission. This younger brother has his mission and won’t retreat from the world to evade the responsibilities he should bear. My fondness for studying Buddhist teachings is only because the Buddhist teachings are profound and can calm the mind, nothing more.”

Shen Shiyan didn’t quite understand what he meant by this mission, but as an elder brother who had always doted on his younger brother, hearing these words he only smiled and let him be.

“Shall we go to Imperial Concubine Zhao’s palace today?”

“No. Mother summoned us through Heng Zhi to dine. I came to fetch you.”

The two brothers walked hand in hand toward Changle Palace.

Since Shen Qianyu had designated Shen Shiyan as Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace, he brought him along every day. Having never had much ambition to be Emperor to begin with, now not yet forty years old, he spent his days contemplating how to hand over Dongning to Shen Shiyan so he could peacefully become the Retired Emperor.

“I wonder when Yan’er will be able to stand on his own.”

“He must at least wait until his coming-of-age ceremony.”

Whenever this topic came up, Shen Qianyu would become dejected for most of the day.

Song Wan, seeing his drooping brow and lackluster expression, said with a smile: “Yan’er is intelligent. You can slowly pass the matters in your hands to—”

“Mother is instigating Father to shirk his duties again.”

Shen Shiyan had only just entered Changle Palace when he heard Song Wan’s words.

“Mother only knows to dote on Father but doesn’t know to dote on your son. Jiang Su said that if your son handles so many memorials at such a young age, he won’t grow tall in the future.”

“What nonsense are you talking?”

Shen Qianyu stood up: “If your Mother doesn’t dote on me, who will she dote on? In the future, you’ll have your own wife to dote on you.”

“Shixiao, come here. Let Father have a look at you.”

Shen Qianyu beckoned to Shen Shixiao, pulling him close for an up-and-down inspection: “From now on, read less at night, lest you hurt your eyes at such a young age.”

“This son understands.”

“Good child.”

Extending his large palm to pat Shen Shixiao’s head, seeing him blush and smile with pressed lips, Shen Qianyu’s heart finally felt much more at ease.

Though he hadn’t been able to have a little princess who looked exactly like Wan’er, Shixiao’s temperament was extremely similar to Wan’er’s, which also made up for his years of regret.

“Go wash your hands and come eat.”

Shen Qianyu sat down first. Though the entire table held only vegetarian dishes without a trace of meat, the whole family ate with great enjoyment.

These years, Shen Qianyu truly hadn’t touched any meat, but unwilling to deprive Song Wan, he often had the small kitchen prepare meat dishes especially for her.

But Song Wan also felt for him and couldn’t bear to eat those things he once loved most in front of him. Gradually, the husband and wife both began eating vegetarian, persisting until now.

After the meal, Shen Shiyan led Shen Shixiao away, while Shen Qianyu reclined on the couch for a nap.

These past few years, he increasingly felt his body growing heavy, and he too gradually became more indolent.

Song Wan, seeing him sleep soundly, took a velvet blanket to cover him.

In previous years, she had released both Heng Wu and Luanjian from the palace to marry, leaving only Heng Zhi by her side. She had tried to persuade her several times, but as Heng Zhi was unwilling to leave the palace, she had given up.

Perhaps because both she and Shen Qianyu loved tranquility, over the years they had become increasingly unwilling to keep people in attendance around them. Gradually, this vast Changle Palace became more and more empty and deserted.

Only Shen Qianyu’s light, steady snoring remained in the room. Song Wan listened while quietly and carefully going about her own affairs.

“How long did I sleep?”

“Less than an hour.”

Seeing Shen Qianyu wake, Song Wan closed the small nanmu wood box in her hands and turned to pour him tea.

“Let me help you.”

Shen Qianyu wanted to rise, but just as he began to move, his body suddenly stiffened.

“First moisten your lips and throat. No rush.”

Bringing the teacup to Shen Qianyu’s lips, seeing him drink deeply, she then folded the small blanket on him and gently began massaging his knees.

Her pressure was moderate, and the acupoints she pressed were extremely precise. In just moments, Shen Qianyu felt the stiff, numb sensation below his calves gradually dissipate.

“That’s enough, Wan’er.”

“Do you feel more comfortable now?”

Shen Qianyu nodded, acknowledging with a nasal sound.

Seeing this, Song Wan smiled gently. Just as she was about to rise, he grasped her wrist.

Shen Qianyu raised his head and said softly: “In the past when I was younger, I didn’t notice anything, but in recent years as I’ve aged, I’ve finally realized that the ailments from injuries sustained long ago have all come back to find me.”

“Wan’er… I’m truly afraid. I fear if this body of mine cannot hold out for many more years, what shall I do?”
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“Ordinary people with damaged foundations are difficult to treat, but you are the sovereign of a nation. Dongning’s finest physicians are all at your command—how could they fail to treat your old ailments?”

Song Wan walked to Shen Qianyu’s side and gently grasped his hand: “In the past, your disposition was obstinate and you lacked the patience to cooperate with the Imperial Physicians in using acupuncture and medicinal meals to restore your health. Now that your age has caught up with you, you finally realize the severity of this matter?”

Song Wan teased: “The blade never hurts until it cuts your own flesh—you’ll never know the pain otherwise.”

“From today onward, I’ll have Imperial Physician Xu administer acupuncture to you daily and have Imperial Physician Fu formulate medicinal meals for you. With several years of such care, you should improve considerably.”

“Will I truly?”

“Naturally.”

Holding Shen Qianyu’s hand, Song Wan lowered her eyes: “Where there is life, there must be death. Lifespan is something that cannot be forced. Set your mind at ease and don’t dwell on matters of longevity day after day.”

In his early years in Nanqing, his body had been severely damaged, and the Battle of Su River had added many new injuries. These past few years, the symptoms of his physical discomfort had become increasingly obvious. She saw this in her heart and was anxious about it as well.

But Song Wan knew that human birth, aging, illness, and death were both unavoidable and inescapable, so she was not fixated on having Shen Qianyu pursue some path to immortality.

“Rather than worrying about your health day after day, why not release the worries in your heart and give your body and spirit freedom?”

“When a person is free, their body will improve considerably as well.”

Smoothing out the creases in the robes before Shen Qianyu’s chest bit by bit, she smiled: “Moreover, I know you cherish me and won’t bear to leave me alone and depart first, so I never worry about such things. You needn’t worry either.”

Shen Qianyu was timid and possessed a clingy disposition. These past few years, he had become increasingly obsessed with her—if he didn’t see her for even a moment, he would search throughout the entire rear palace.

Thinking of his appearance, Song Wan’s heart filled with bitter sorrow, yet her affection for him grew even deeper.

In his childhood, with no one to care for him or love him, his temperament had been resilient and self-reliant. Who would have known that upon nearing forty, he would instead develop more and more of a childlike nature?

Occasionally, she even felt he seemed more like a child than Shen Shiyan or Shen Shixiao.

“I won’t. In this life, I absolutely will not abandon Wan’er and depart first.”

Having spoken these words, Shen Qianyu’s heart seemed to summon up a surge of energy, no longer as listless and weak as in days past.

“In this life, I have never failed to accomplish what I set my mind to. Wan’er, just watch—I will certainly hold on and follow after you.”

Shen Qianyu stood up, as if returning to his youth in Nanqing when he was isolated and helpless.

He was precisely that sort of person whose fighting spirit grew stronger the more difficult the road ahead became.

From that day forth, Shen Qianyu followed Song Wan’s arrangements daily, having the Imperial Physicians administer acupuncture to his knees morning and evening, while his meals consisted mainly of warming and nourishing medicinal dishes.

Whether it was because the Imperial Physicians’ treatments were taking effect or because he possessed that surge of vital spirit within his heart to sustain him, Shen Qianyu’s body truly gradually grew more robust.

When Shen Shiyan was just past ten years old, Shen Qianyu had constantly kept him by his side to cultivate him. Now that Shen Shiyan had just reached his coming-of-age, he hastily abdicated the throne to his son and peacefully took up the role of Retired Emperor.

On the day the new Emperor ascended the throne, the happiest person was not Shen Shiyan but Shen Qianyu, who had finally obtained his freedom.

“The responsibilities of my life are now complete. From this day forth, I can finally peacefully spend my days with Wan’er, smelling the mundane world’s smoke and fire, tasting the five grains, and becoming a person of supreme contentment and leisure.”

Tossing the soft pillow he had grown accustomed to using on the phoenix couch in Changle Palace into a trunk, Shen Qianyu then reached out to remove the bed curtains hanging on the canopy.

Song Wan watched his actions and spoke helplessly: “What will you do with this thing after taking it down? That villa has limited space, and its dimensions don’t match the canopy bed in the room either. Even if you take it there, you won’t be able to use it.”

“No matter. I’ll cut and alter it.”

“Mother, just let Father do as he wishes. Father has finally unloaded the burden from his shoulders and is currently in high spirits.”

“Shixiao speaks reasonably.”

Shen Shixiao wore a faint smile on his face, standing to the side watching his Imperial Father bustle about.

He had now grown into an elegant young man. Simply standing there gave people a sense of tranquility at the sight of him. Though young, one could rarely sense in him the vigor and spirited confidence characteristic of youth.

Shen Qianyu often said that Shen Shixiao took after Song Wan—at such a young age, he was already permeated to the bone with scholarly refinement.

“Imperial Elder Brother still hasn’t arrived. He must be feeling aggrieved.”

“With your elder brother absent, you’ve begun speaking ill of him before Father and Mother?”

Shen Shiyan entered from outside, arms folded as he leaned to one side.

He stood tall and upright with a willowy figure, actually half a palm taller than Shen Qianyu.

Shang Rong had once said that the child they had all cultivated together should be a person of exceptional talent and vigorous spirit. Who would have thought that the more Shen Shiyan grew, the more he exuded that sinister edge that only Shen Qianyu had possessed in his youth?

He had been fine in childhood, but after ascending the throne, his eyes held more cold severity and sharpness—quite different from his childhood self and rather frightening.

Zhao Nanzhang had said this was the natural bearing of an Emperor, but Song Wan felt that Zhao Nanzhang doted too much on Yan’er, to the point where she saw nothing but good in him.

“Is Imperial Elder Brother not aggrieved then?”

Shen Shixiao smiled faintly, and seeing this, Shen Shiyan let out a light snort.

His Imperial Father and Mother were set on moving out of the palace to live in a villa. Only after he refused no matter what and had a relatively quiet courtyard opened in a secluded part of the rear palace, and after persuading them for a long time, did the two finally decide to remain in the palace to spend their retirement years.

Shen Shiyan knew that Imperial Father wanted to completely relinquish power.

Having already left the pinnacle of power, Imperial Father had no intention of interfering in court affairs again. He also wanted to set Shen Shiyan’s mind at ease as Emperor.

But to Shen Shiyan, he was the Emperor, but he was also Imperial Father and Mother’s child. How could this Emperor’s identity overcome the bonds of flesh and blood?

Thinking of this, Shen Shiyan said: “Naturally I’m aggrieved, but thinking that grievances won’t earn Imperial Father’s affection, I can only swallow this grievance and secretly grieve alone.”

Shen Qianyu’s hand paused as he organized the trunks. He turned his head to look at Shen Shiyan with distaste.

Seeing this, Shen Shiyan and Shen Shixiao both immediately laughed.

The brothers had always been deeply affectionate, and the two had grown to this age without ever developing any discord.

Shen Shiyan’s unwillingness to have Shen Qianyu and Song Wan move out of the palace also carried the meaning of reluctance to part with his younger brother, Wan Xiao, and several of the old Imperial Dowager Consorts in the rear palace.

The two brothers had been raised by all these people watching over them. If they all went to a separate palace, he truly would become a solitary person.

With Imperial Father and Mother remaining in the palace, he had the feeling that the family remained intact.

Who says Emperors are heartless?

If he were to speak of it, the Imperial Family also had those who valued sentiment deeply.

Moving the items to the small courtyard, Shen Qianyu held Song Wan’s hand as they leisurely walked behind.

Rooms had been reserved in the small courtyard for Shang Rong, Shen Shiyan, Shen Shixiao, and others, but those who could live there long-term would likely only be Wan Xiao, Ji Rong, and Heng Zhi.

“This subject pays respects to—”

Just as they entered the small courtyard, Wan Xiao and Ji Rong were about to kneel in salute when Shen Shiyan quickly stepped forward to help them up.

“I cannot accept such courtesy from you two elders.”

He and Shen Shixiao had been doted upon in these two people’s palms—they were both teachers and friends, both masters and servants. How could he accept their formal courtesies?

Ji Rong wanted to kneel again, but Shen Qianyu said: “Within this courtyard, let us dispense with these ceremonial formalities.”

They were all a pile of old bones—truly couldn’t endure such exertions.

“Leave these trunks to this servant. This servant has prepared hot water for the masters. Masters, please go rest.”

The one speaking was a young eunuch following beside Ji Rong, named Liu Yao. He was a close attendant by Shen Shiyan’s side and also a disciple personally trained by Ji Rong.

He was clever and quick in his movements. Even as he spoke, he had already taken the trunks and placed them securely in the rooms.

Wan Xiao and the others entered the rooms. Shen Qianyu looked at his and Song Wan’s bedchamber and smiled faintly.

Looking at this room, one could tell Shen Shiyan had put his heart into it.

His Imperial son knew his health was poor and he feared cold and chill. Therefore, heating channels had been built beneath this small courtyard’s floor. With the underfloor heating burning now, the room was warm as spring. The cold qi accumulated from walking all the way from Changle Palace quickly dissipated upon entering this room.

“This room is good—small yet refined, and won’t be cold in winter either.”

Song Wan looked at Shen Shiyan with an affectionate smile.

Her features no longer possessed the beauty of her youth, and fine lines had appeared between her brows and eyes, yet when Shen Qianyu looked at her, his heart still stirred.

“You young ones all stay for a simple meal together. After today, don’t always come here to disturb us.”

Pointing at the several young people in the room, Shen Qianyu spoke lightly.

Shen Shiyan and Shen Shixiao showed no reaction, but Liu Yao and Cui Xing, the adopted son Wan Xiao had taken in years ago, respectfully acknowledged.

After the group finished their meal, they left one by one. Shen Qianyu and Song Wan returned to their room to rest, while only Cui Xing stood beside Wan Xiao, his voice carrying worry: “It’s still rather cool outside. Why doesn’t Foster Father go rest in the room?”

Wan Xiao reclined in a lounge chair, eyes closed as he sunned himself.

After a long while, he said: “The second son of the Li Family went to Nanqing some time ago. Has he arrived safely?”

“He has arrived and established himself in Nanqing.”

“Does Foster Father want this child to secretly provide some assistance?”

“No need.”

“No need anymore…”

Hearing this, Cui Xing raised his head slightly, not understanding why his Foster Father today no longer extended protection to the Li Family.

Since Wan Xiao had brought him to his side to take over Dong Chang, Cui Xing could often hear words concerning the Li Family from his mouth.

Sometimes it was offering a helping hand to smooth Li Chengzu’s official path, sometimes seeking a renowned teacher for the eldest son of the Li Family, or handling other trivial matters.

He had secretly investigated this family—they had no connection to the great clans in court, nor any relationship with his Foster Father.

As far as he knew, his Foster Father had not left the palace for many years, nor had he met anyone from this Li surname family. Yet from time to time, he would receive one or two directives from Wan Xiao to handle matters related to this family.

What most puzzled him was several years ago when he had just arrived at Wan Xiao’s side, one day his Foster Father suddenly had him deal with a Guard Commander of the Capital Camp.

That Guard Commander’s background showed no abnormalities. After handling the matter properly and returning to the palace to report, his Foster Father merely waved his hand dismissively, indicating he had no patience to listen.

“What of Li Shi Zhenniang?”

“Li Shi Zhenniang…”

Cui Xing was startled by Wan Xiao’s question, momentarily unable to answer.

That was the first time Cui Xing had heard the name of the Li Family from Wan Xiao’s mouth.

“Investigate, then properly settle her.”

Wan Xiao left only this single sentence before having him go settle Li Shi Zhenniang.

He hadn’t understood his Foster Father’s meaning at the time. Only after carefully investigating did he learn that the Capital Camp Guard Commander was Li Shi’s husband. Outwardly, he was generous and righteous, seemingly a supremely virtuous person, but in reality, he was addicted to gambling and utterly despicable.

Not only had he secretly used Li Shi’s dowry to repay gambling debts, he had also forced Li Shi to demand silver from her maternal relatives.

Li Shi’s mother, feeling for her daughter, gave several times, even providing half a box of pearls.

But not only did that Guard Commander show no gratitude, his appetite grew ever larger. He often beat and kicked Li Shi—truly vile behavior.

Later, Cui Xing secretly dealt with Li Shi’s husband. Not long after, Li Shi was divorced and sent home, bringing two young daughters with her.

It was from that time onward that every year or so, he would hear his Foster Father inquire about this family—until today.

“Once in Nanqing, it’s beyond what we can manage. Even Dong Chang’s reach cannot extend so far.”

Wan Xiao stood up, and Cui Xing hurriedly stepped forward to support him, helping him into the room.

Shen Qianyu, Wan Xiao, and the others settled into this courtyard. These years, Song Wan had learned considerable medical knowledge from the Imperial Physicians to care for Shen Qianyu.

Ordinarily, she performed the acupuncture and massage herself. Shen Qianyu had initially felt reluctant, but as Song Wan insisted, he let her do as she wished.

After entering this small courtyard, time seemed to slowly come to a standstill.

The two would rise early to stroll in the Imperial Garden. When tired, they would return to the courtyard to rest, or dine together with Wan Xiao, Heng Zhi, and the others.

Occasionally, when Shang Rong, Zhao Nanzhang, and others came to visit, everyone would taste tea and play chess together, passing the time.

In the years living in the small courtyard, Shen Qianyu restored his health quite well, and Song Wan’s heart also relaxed considerably.

Shen Shiyan increasingly possessed an Emperor’s imposing authority. Occasionally, when he came to the courtyard to dine with them, he would sometimes reveal traces of gravity. Song Wan didn’t know if something had occurred in the court, but she and Shen Qianyu were both too lazy to inquire.

Having entrusted this realm to his hands, the husband and wife both trusted that Shen Shiyan could manage it well.

When Song Yuning passed away, Shen Qianbai had returned to Dongning once—both to report the death and with the intention of returning Nanqing.

Song Wan didn’t know how Qianbai and Yan’er had discussed it. She only knew that not long after, Shixiao returned to Nanqing together with Qianbai.

When learning of her aunt’s death and of Shen Shixiao’s departure from the capital, Song Wan hadn’t shed tears. But one autumn day when Shen Qianyu suddenly caught a chill and fell seriously ill, her eyes reddened for several days.

It had only been an ordinary cold, yet Shen Qianyu dragged it out for a long time without recovering.

Song Wan’s heart was anxious, yet her face never showed half a trace of it.

“Drinking medicine again today?”

“The last bowl.”

Shen Qianyu frowned: “You said the same thing yesterday.”

“Did I? I don’t recall.”

Even as she spoke, Song Wan brought the medicine bowl in her hand before Shen Qianyu and took a spoon to feed it to him mouthful by mouthful.

“Bitter…”

“Your young Imperial grandson doesn’t cry out about bitterness even once when drinking medicine. What are you crying about?”

Once again delivering the lukewarm medicine into Shen Qianyu’s mouth, Song Wan spoke no more.

Knowing she was angry that he hadn’t properly protected his health and was deliberately feeding him this bitter medicine spoonful by spoonful, Shen Qianyu dared say nothing more. He could only grit his teeth and swallow it down mouthful by mouthful.

“Will you dare again to drink wine in the courtyard wearing only your inner garments?”

“I won’t dare.”

“You’d better truly not dare.”

Song Wan used chopsticks to take a candied plum from a porcelain jar and placed it in Shen Qianyu’s mouth. Shen Qianyu held it with embarrassed downcast eyes, not daring to utter a single word of protest.

“Wan’er, you have white hairs at your temples.”

Shen Qianyu raised his head and suddenly noticed many silver threads appearing beside Song Wan’s temples. He stared blankly, as if greatly astonished.

“They didn’t just appear today. Why are you making such a fuss?”

“Moreover, we’re both at such an age—it would be more remarkable if we didn’t have white hair.”

Shen Qianyu watched Song Wan standing in the sunlight and said dazedly: “But in my heart, Wan’er has always been that cold and absolutely beautiful figure standing in the moonlight at the villa in the capital’s outskirts.”

“Before, it was so. Now, it still is.”

“Then hurry and recover. Once your body is healthy, you’ll take me back to the villa in the capital’s outskirts again. I want to go there to look around, to see the moonlight of that night once more, to hear you say again ‘smooth sailing and encountering a good person.'”

Shen Qianyu looked up, his eyes revealing traces of a smile: “Good. I will certainly take Wan’er back to the villa in the capital’s outskirts once more…”

Chapter 278: Life and Death
Shen Qianyu had always wanted to take Song Wan back to the villa in the capital’s outskirts once more, but helplessly, his body kept relapsing and never fully recovered.

After this illness, Shen Qianyu had lost considerable weight, and the problems with his knees had become increasingly severe. Sometimes, simply standing for too long would feel unbearable.

Only by the spring of the following year could he barely manage to walk about in the courtyard.

Spring was no longer cold, yet Shen Qianyu wore heavy furs on his body. Even when sitting in the courtyard to sun himself, he still needed to cradle a hand warmer in his arms.

He mentioned several times that there was no need for everyone to trouble themselves carrying him outside, but Song Wan gently refused each time.

The midday sun was strong. Sunning himself afterward would help him sleep better at night, which was why Song Wan persisted.

Sitting with him in the small courtyard, fine beads of sweat had already formed on Song Wan’s forehead.

Seeing this pained Shen Qianyu’s heart, and he extended his hand before her.

“What is it? Are you hot?”

Grasping Shen Qianyu’s hand in return, Song Wan said: “If you’re hot, I’ll have Liu Yao take you back to your room.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “It’s nothing. I only feel guilty, constantly dwelling on how I haven’t been able to take you back to the villa.”

In his prime, his palms had been slender and full. Now that he had become so thin, his bones and joints were particularly prominent.

Song Wan lowered her head to carefully caress his hand, her fingertips slowly tracing over the dark, sunken scars: “Between husband and wife, what guilt is there to speak of?”

“As long as you’re by my side, I’m content wherever I am.”

“Yet I still feel guilty.”

Shen Qianyu murmured: “We’ve been husband and wife, yet I failed to maintain good health. Moreover, these past few years I’ve been quite a burden, causing you constant worry and exhausting your spirit.”

“Had I known this day would come, in earlier years I should have cherished my body more and not done so many dangerous things.”

Throughout his life, his choices had always been made with firm resolve, never with regret.

Shen Qianyu had always felt that words of regret were merely the evasive sophistry of the foolish and the weak.

Anyone who could control their own path forward would not waste time dwelling on past missteps. If one step went wrong, countless choices lay ahead to seek new opportunities. But in this moment and circumstance, he finally understood the taste of regret.

“If in my youth in Nanqing I could have spoken one or two flattering words, perhaps now I could accompany Wan’er three to five days longer.”

“If in my youth I had understood how to ingratiate myself and pleased the Qin Zhan siblings, perhaps I wouldn’t have been thrown into the fighting ring time and again.”

“If I… could have broken every bone in my body to escape that night in the snow, perhaps today I could accompany Wan’er back to the villa in the capital’s outskirts to admire the full moon once more.”

He regretted it.

He truly regretted it.

“Wan’er, I’m unwilling to accept this.”

Gripping Song Wan’s wrist forcefully, Shen Qianyu said: “I’m unwilling to accept that I only accompanied you for a mere few decades.”

“I’m unwilling to accept that when we’re free of duties and responsibilities, I cannot take you out to see the world.”

“There should have been opportunities.”

Shen Qianyu’s voice choked with emotion: “You don’t know—in Nanqing, there’s a place called Cloud Sea. At sunrise, vast mists rise within the clouds, as if heaven and earth have overturned and the sea has entered the clouds.”

“Such scenery—I wanted to take you to see it.”

“Wan’er, do you know that pale white flowers grow along the Su River’s banks? They look ordinary, but their fragrance is extraordinary. Come spring and summer, they bloom everywhere, as if one were immersed in a sea of flowers.”

“Such scenes are supremely, supremely beautiful.”

He gripped Song Wan’s hand ever more tightly: “But now I can do nothing.”

“I truly wanted to take you to see them.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled gently with curved brows: “But I have no desire to go.”

“When I was widowed at the Chengyang Marquis Manor, I once thought that if I could just leave the courtyard, even hearing the clamor of voices would be enough. But after meeting you, I no longer wished to go anywhere.”

“With you by my side, though we haven’t reached a hundred years, each day and hour surpasses a hundred years.”

Raising her hand to stroke Shen Qianyu’s white hair, Song Wan then touched her own temples: “Though we haven’t enjoyed a hundred years together, you and I have grown old together with white hair…”

“This outcome is already extremely good.”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes grew warm, and he smiled faintly.

After spring and summer came autumn and winter. Shen Qianyu’s health fluctuated, sometimes good, sometimes bad, while Song Wan tirelessly remained by his side day after day.

Each morning, the husband and wife would have some plain porridge and pickled vegetables together. At midday, one would rest on the bed while the other took a nap on the arhat couch.

Occasionally when Shen Qianyu slept until he was covered in sweat, Song Wan would help wipe him clean with a cloth dampened with warm water.

“You’ve worked so hard.”

“What hardship is there to speak of?”

Song Wan massaged Shen Qianyu’s stiff, cold legs bit by bit, then suddenly smiled: “When I was carrying Yan’er, the ordeal was no small matter. Didn’t you massage my legs like this at night back then too?”

During that period, her legs would often cramp, causing unbearable pain and numbness, yet Song Wan had never been troubled by it.

Because no matter when she felt uncomfortable, Shen Qianyu would sense it.

And now, it was simply her turn to care for him.

“When you cared for me back then, did you ever find it hard?”

Shen Qianyu said: “Naturally not.”

Hearing this, Song Wan smiled: “I feel the same way.”

“It’s not hard at all, and I find it sweet as honey.”

Filling a copper warming bottle with hot water, Song Wan wrapped it in a thick layer of cotton cloth and tucked it into Shen Qianyu’s blankets to ward off the cold.

“Wan’er.”

“Hm?”

“Shall we go to the villa in the capital’s outskirts tomorrow? If time is insufficient, I want to go there to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“No.”

Song Wan smiled: “I know your thoughts. You’re not truly set on going to that villa in the capital’s outskirts. You’re only haunted by the fact that you once promised to take me back but have never fulfilled this promise—it’s an obsession in your heart.”

He honored his promises. Regardless of whether matters were great or small, easy or difficult, he would accomplish whatever he’d agreed to.

But now was not a good time for him to fulfill his promise.

“The small courtyard in the palace is warm, with Imperial Physicians always on hand. This place is more suitable for your recovery than the villa in the capital’s outskirts.”

Gently patting the once-again stubborn Shen Qianyu: “Don’t dwell on this matter anymore. Just owe it to me.”

Seeing he wanted to speak, Song Wan smiled: “Wait for the next life. In the next life when you come find me, you can repay this debt then.”

“Good. In the next life, I will certainly find Wan’er again and repay the affection owed from this life.”

Having spoken these words, the heavy stone in Shen Qianyu’s heart lifted, and he no longer remained troubled by the matter of going to the capital’s outskirts.

Three more years passed. Shen Qianyu’s body had reached a state where the oil was exhausted and the lamp flickered out. Most of the time he was trapped in unconsciousness, unaware of worldly affairs.

Song Wan still quietly remained by his side as always. During the day when he slept, she would tend to flowers and plants or chat idly with Heng Zhi about household matters, reminiscing about the past.

But no matter when Shen Qianyu woke, she would always be at his side.

One midsummer day, Shen Qianyu suddenly sat up.

“Wan’er?”

“I’m here.”

He extended both hands, grasping randomly in the air several times. Seeing this, Song Wan hurriedly grasped his hands.

Shen Qianyu turned his head and looked at Song Wan with tears: “Wan’er, it seems I’ve slept for a very long time.”

“It seems I haven’t seen you in ages.”

“We just saw each other yesterday.”

Shen Qianyu shook his head: “I don’t remember.”

He extended his hand before Song Wan, gently stroking her cheek.

After so many years together sharing joys and sorrows, how could he still not have seen enough of the woman before him?

As his fingertips slid across her brows and eyes, Shen Qianyu’s heart ached sharply.

His Wan’er had aged considerably.

The woman no longer possessed the fair skin of her youth, and her unpowdered cheeks showed faint dark spots. Yet her gaze had never changed. Through the long years, her eyes still held the gentleness and tenderness of when they were a young married couple.

“Wan’er.”

“I’m here.”

“Don’t hate me. Don’t hate me for leaving before you.”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes were clouded, his words slurred: “Wan’er, I’m afraid.”

“I’m afraid…”

His palms were extremely forceful, as if a strange power erupted from deep in his heart. He gripped Song Wan’s hand and didn’t release it for a long time.

“There’s no need to be afraid. I’m here. No matter when or where, I’m here.”

“Yan’er…”

“You want to see Yan’er?”

Shen Qianyu raised his head to look at Song Wan, silently weeping: “Have Yan’er take good care of you.”

“After I’m gone, you should eat more meat and keep someone by your side at night.”

“I know.”

Tears fell one by one onto their tightly clasped hands. Song Wan’s heart ached intensely with boundless reluctance.

“Don’t cry. You don’t like crying.”

Shen Qianyu looked at Song Wan, his eyes full of attachment.

“After I’m gone, don’t place me in the Shen Family Imperial Mausoleum. Have Shen Shiyan find a place with beautiful mountains and clear waters for us two.”

“Alright.”

“After I’m gone, reduce the period of national mourning to twenty-one days. Allow common folk to marry and open markets.”

“Don’t delay the livelihoods of the people.”

“Alright.”

“Shixiao…”

Song Wan said: “I’ll have Yan’er send a letter to Shixiao. He’ll make it in time.”

Shen Qianyu nodded.

Though both Shen Shiyan and Shen Shixiao had been raised by his own hand, in his private heart, he always pitied Shen Shixiao a bit more.

Shen Shixiao’s temperament resembled Song Wan’s—never speaking half a word of his own sorrows or grievances. Looking at Shen Shixiao, he could always recall the unflappable Song Wan.

If possible, he wanted to see Shen Shixiao once more. If not possible, so be it.

“I’m still not at ease about you.”

“Who will see to your three meals a day? Your clothing and meals?”

Shen Qianyu’s eyes were vacant as he murmured to himself: “Your heart is heavy, and you can’t bear to speak your inner thoughts to others. I fear even if others serve you inadequately, you won’t speak up…”

The more he spoke, the more unwilling he became, and the tears in his eyes grew heavier.

There were countless palace maids and servants in the palace, but Wan’er wouldn’t speak the words in her heart to them.

He was aged and decrepit. His tears were especially sorrowful, heartbreaking to witness.

When Shen Shiyan received Liu Yao’s message, he abandoned a group of ministers and ran to the small courtyard. When he entered the room, Shen Qianyu was still holding Song Wan’s hand, refusing to release it for a long time.

Seeing his first child, Shen Qianyu smiled faintly.

“Yan’er.”

“Your child is here.”

Shen Shiyan knelt on both knees, waiting before the bed.

Shen Qianyu looked at him for a long time before finally saying in a low voice: “Take good care of your Mother.”

These few words had already exhausted all his strength. Shen Qianyu only felt exhaustion throughout his body and couldn’t help drifting into a light sleep.

Everyone thought he couldn’t hold on much longer, yet unexpectedly, though he remained unconscious for many days, he still retained a single breath.

Even though he hadn’t consumed a single drop of water for many days, his chest still rose and fell faintly.

Seeing him like this, Song Wan also couldn’t swallow food for a long time.

“Mother, go rest. Let your child watch over Father.”

His Mother had already kept vigil over his Father for a long time—her body could no longer endure it. Seeing this pained Shen Shiyan’s heart, so he had the palace maids forcibly help Song Wan to the bed for a brief rest.

Listening to the breathing beside his ear, Shen Shiyan knelt before the bed and silently wept.

Watching the father who in childhood had often carried him on his shoulders, as towering as a mountain, now with darkened cheeks and a sunken chest, Shen Shiyan felt difficulty breathing.

He reached his hand into the blankets and cried: “Father, please go. Your child will take good care of Mother…”

“Mother’s body is frail and cannot endure more torment. Please forgive your child’s lack of filial piety in speaking such treasonous words.”

Shen Qianyu’s body had already turned dark. The Imperial Physicians also said he now clung to a single breath, but in reality, the person had already passed.

Someone from the Imperial Medical Academy had once proposed that the Retired Emperor could be placed in a coffin first—perhaps during the movement, this final breath would disperse.

But Shen Shiyan was unwilling to do so.

He didn’t know what unfulfilled wishes his Father held, but regardless, he wanted his Father to depart peacefully with a settled heart.

Shen Qianyu’s palms were ice-cold. No matter how Shen Shiyan held them in his own palms, he couldn’t warm them.

“Stop crying.”

Song Wan sat up from the bed and slowly walked to stand before Shen Shiyan.

“I know what wish your Father holds. He…”

Song Wan smiled faintly and sat beside Shen Qianyu.

“Your Father’s disposition is obstinate. Once he’s set his mind on something, no one can persuade him otherwise. Now that his temper has flared up, whatever you say will be useless.”

Tenderly touching Shen Shiyan’s head, Song Wan said: “Are our burial garments prepared?”

With these words, Shen Shiyan understood Song Wan’s meaning. He was slightly stunned, then began to cry.

“Mother…”

“Go attend to your duties. I’ll persuade him.”

Sending Shen Shiyan away, Song Wan looked at Shen Qianyu and laughed softly.

“I’m getting old, and my memory has deteriorated somewhat. These past days I kept thinking you were waiting for Shixiao. Just now when I lay down to rest, I suddenly remembered something.”

“In the past, you once said that if this day came, you would certainly depart after me. I suppose it’s this matter that prevents you from letting go.”

Song Wan raised her hand and gently caressed Shen Qianyu’s cheek.

She had cared for him by his side every day without noticing any changes in him, but whenever she saw Shen Shiyan’s shocked gaze when coming to pay respects, Song Wan realized he must now appear quite frightening.

From childhood, she had been betrothed to Jiang Xingjian. Since she could remember, she had known Jiang Xingjian was her husband, the one who would grow old together with her in days to come.

Before Jiang Xingjian returned to the capital, Song Wan had always thought she had feelings for him.

She had thought worldly love and affection were just like that—pale and bland.

But after meeting Shen Qianyu, she finally understood that love and affection were like raging fire.

Youthful feelings resided in the heart, in the corners of brows and eyes—every gesture and movement endlessly stirring the heart. After many years together, that blazing love transformed into concern for warmth, cold, hunger, and fullness. Only then did she understand that the single word “love” existed entirely in life’s trivial details.

“We two truly became an ordinary married couple for a lifetime.”

Song Wan released Shen Qianyu’s hand and pillowed herself in the crook of his arm as she had done countless days and nights before.

“In the past, the listener paid no heed, but only after a lifetime passes in a fleeting moment does one realize that the word ‘ordinary’ is already extraordinary.”

Embracing Shen Qianyu’s waist, Song Wan said: “In the next life, I’ll still be an ordinary married couple with you.”

Shen Shiyan waited in the courtyard for a long time. Only when the sky gradually darkened and still not a sound came from within the room did he finally enter, face covered in tears.

On the bed in the room lay two people, just like many years ago when he would burst into Changle Palace and occasionally see such a scene.

But he knew that no matter what sounds he made, the Father and Mother who had loved him his entire life would never again chase him angrily throughout the hall as in childhood, while the other followed behind with gentle words telling him to watch his step and not fall.

“Your Majesty…”

Shen Shiyan knelt in the room and suddenly wailed like he had in childhood.

He had known, he had known this day would come.

His Father and Mother had always been deeply devoted to each other. Even life and death could not separate them…

He had always known.

Chapter 279: Wan Xiao
After Shen Qianyu and Song Wan passed away, Wan Xiao and Ji Rong would sit in the small courtyard all day drinking together in silence. Because the late Emperor had left an edict that funeral affairs should be simplified, after twenty-one days passed, no more sounds of weeping could be heard in the palace.

Wan Xiao reclined in his chair, still wearing white mourning clothes that were somewhat wrinkled but reasonably clean.

It seemed that after Shen Qianyu’s departure, he and Ji Rong no longer knew how to live.

The Emperor had Liu Yao to look after him, and Dong Chang had been taken over by Cui Xing. These two old bags of bones now truly had no purpose left.

“The sun is fierce today—it’s baked my bones until they’re soft.”

Ji Rong sat beneath the eaves, murmuring softly.

Hearing this, Wan Xiao let out a scoffing laugh: “How is it baked soft? Clearly we’ve just grown old and useless.”

He gripped the wine flask in his hand and swayed it leisurely.

“We… should also find a place to spend our retirement.”

Standing up with difficulty, Ji Rong walked to Wan Xiao’s side and said quietly: “This courtyard is no longer suitable for you and me. Based on my understanding of His Majesty, he’ll likely seal this place up. We shouldn’t remain here delaying His Majesty’s time.”

Hearing this, Wan Xiao’s fingertips unconsciously twisted together.

The two of them indeed should not remain here any longer, but if not here, where else could they go?

Though there were other courtyards in the palace, having stepped down from high positions, if they were sensible they should no longer remain in the palace but should make way for Liu Yao and Cui Xing.

As for leaving the palace…

Both he and Ji Rong had residences outside the palace, but those vast, empty mansions held no appeal for them.

Wan Xiao turned to look at the room where Shen Qianyu and Song Wan had once lived and let out a long sigh.

Now that room’s doors and windows were tightly closed, yet he seemed able to hear Shen Qianyu’s voice. As if in the next moment, Shen Qianyu would come staggering out from the room to mock him a few times.

Thinking of this, Wan Xiao chuckled.

“Tell me, where should we two go to live?”

“I don’t know. I was just about to ask you.”

Moving stiffly, Ji Rong crouched down to sit on the white jade steps, tilting his head to look at the clear sky with a faint smile.

With their status, they had nowhere to go.

Eunuchs were different from ordinary men—the older they got, the more their bodies failed them. He thought that at least he and Wan Xiao could keep each other company, so they wouldn’t die alone in solitude.

“You and I have neither relatives nor siblings—we two brothers can only depend on each other.”

Ji Rong rubbed the grass seeds he’d plucked from the ground with one hand while murmuring unconsciously.

Years ago, Heng Wu had left the palace to marry and now had a house full of children and grandchildren. After the mourning period for the Retired Emperor and Retired Empress ended, Heng Wu had someone bring Heng Zhi back to her home.

Some time ago, Heng Zhi had sent word to them that she was doing well outside and told them not to worry.

“Do you have anywhere you want to go?”

Ji Rong shook his head, not knowing where his future path lay.

From the time he was seven or eight years old and had memories, he had served as a eunuch in the palace. He knew nothing of his own surname or given name, where his home was, or who his family members were.

Naturally, he had nowhere in particular he wanted to go now either.

Wan Xiao knew his circumstances and said no more, only asking if Ji Rong would be willing to return to Baoding Prefecture with him.

He had been born in Baoding Prefecture. Now that decades had passed, he wanted to return to see if the old sites of the Zhang and Li residences still remained.

While the two were conversing, Cui Xing entered from outside the courtyard.

Cui Xing had unremarkable features and a very ordinary appearance, but his temperament pleased Wan Xiao greatly.

This person didn’t complain against heaven and others during difficult times, nor did he show off ostentatiously when wealthy and successful. No matter what circumstances he found himself in, he could maintain composure and calm.

“Foster Father, your child has come to see you.”

He carried wine and meat in his hands, and after entering the courtyard, he naturally placed them on the table.

Ji Rong looked on and laughed heartily: “We three can drink together perfectly. I’ll go get bowls and plates.”

Yielding the space to father and son, Ji Rong turned and entered the room.

“You haven’t changed your outer garment these past few days?”

As he spoke, Cui Xing took a thin blanket from the bamboo basket placed beneath the eaves and covered Wan Xiao’s legs with it.

“Change what? It’s still clean enough.”

“What did you come here for today?”

“There’s nothing in particular. I just came to see Foster Father.”

Cui Xing’s family had been poor with many brothers. At just a few years old, his father had sent him into the palace to be castrated. At home, he had never eaten a full meal. Though he could eat his fill in the palace, someone of his lowly status inevitably suffered bullying even while keeping to himself.

Only after Wan Xiao brought him to his side did Cui Xing enjoy a few years of peaceful days.

Though Wan Xiao was strict with him, Cui Xing regarded him as a birth father.

Though he hadn’t birthed him, giving him a chance at life was as gracious as creating him anew. Calling him “father” was no loss at all.

Seeing Wan Xiao with eyes closed, not even glancing at him, Cui Xing smiled faintly: “I purchased a residence outside the palace. I want to bring you and Master Ji Rong there to spend your retirement.”

“With your child there to serve you, you two won’t feel bored.”

Hearing this, Wan Xiao slowly raised his head. After thinking for a moment, he said he wouldn’t go.

“I won’t trouble you. What if after keeping us for a day or two, you find us two burdensome? What then?”

“If I found you two burdensome, your child would simply buy another residence and move out.”

Cui Xing smiled, only feeling that Wan Xiao was throwing a baseless tantrum again.

When people aged, they always had some quirks. Since reaching old age, his Foster Father’s temperament had become increasingly difficult. But even so, Cui Xing wasn’t annoyed. His tone remained gentle as he spoke.

“The residence is located on Qianjin Street—a quiet place far from the bustling markets. The entire street has only four residences, and directly across from this one is the home of Garrison Commander Li Chengzu.”

As soon as these words fell, Wan Xiao opened his eyes to stare directly at Cui Xing.

“Years ago, because their family was large, the Li Family moved here. It just so happened that a household on Qianjin Street received an outside posting and left the capital, so your child purchased that residence.”

“There’s nothing in the residence that needs changing, and the house has already been cleaned and repaired. Your child has already mentioned to His Majesty the matter of bringing Foster Father out of the palace for honorable retirement. If you agree, today your child can bring you and Master Ji Rong to live there.”

Wan Xiao frowned: “Why did you think to buy a residence here?”

Cui Xing said: “These years, Foster Father has been secretly helping the Li Family. I presume they are your old acquaintances. Now that you’re leaving the palace for retirement, being near them would likely give you more peace of mind.”

He had never been able to discover the connection between his Foster Father and the Li Family. Logically, holding Dong Chang, he shouldn’t be unable to find even a trace of evidence about such a small matter. Having come up empty-handed meant either that his Foster Father had given orders or had erased the connection between himself and the Li residence.

There must be some unusual relationship between his Foster Father and the Li Family, but he had no intention of prying.

“Old friends not seen for decades—though you cannot go forward to acknowledge them, it’s still good to observe them from nearby.”

“These words are correct. You should listen to Cui Xing.”

Ji Rong came over carrying wine and meat. After arranging everything, he said: “Go take a look. They probably don’t remember who you are anymore.”

“We’re all so old now. If we die, there’ll be nothing left. Don’t be afraid to go see.”

“The Li Family has many children and grandchildren. Living beside them, we can also enjoy some liveliness.”

“I’ll go pack Foster Father’s things.”

Regardless of whether Wan Xiao agreed, Ji Rong and Cui Xing settled the matter.

The two moved efficiently to pack everything neatly and within days had moved into the residence on Qianjin Street.

Qianjin Street was outside the prosperous areas of the capital, making it very suitable for quiet retirement. Moreover, the Cui and Li Family gates faced each other directly. Though they were three-courtyard residences, they didn’t feel empty. If both families’ main gates were open, one could even see into the other’s courtyard.

When Wan Xiao and Ji Rong moved in, a young errand-running eunuch lived in the courtyard.

“Honored ancestors, this one is called An Kang—wishing you two elders peace and health.”

Ji Rong smiled: “Just call us Master. What’s this ‘honored ancestors’ business?”

He had An Kang take his bundle into the room, then stood beside Wan Xiao to look toward the Li residence with him.

“In Baoding Prefecture, there’s a prosperous place called Wangchun Street. The entire street has only two households—one surnamed Li, one surnamed Zhang.”

“Do you know why that street is called Wangchun?”

Ji Rong smiled and shook his head. Wan Xiao said: “When spring flowers bloom on the mountain in spring, standing on Wangchun Street you can see spring arriving at a glance. Therefore, locals all call that place Wangchun Street.”

“The Zhang and Li Families were both renowned scholarly merchants in the area and leaders of merchant guilds. Over the years, they donated money and goods to help countless people in difficulty. Back then in Baoding Prefecture, when mentioning the Zhang and Li Families, everyone had to say they were good.”

Wan Xiao pointed to a banyan tree planted at the head of the street and smiled: “This tree looks familiar. I think we had one like it at home in my childhood.”

Ji Rong looked toward that banyan tree, already withered beyond recognition, and sighed inwardly.

“This place… is quite good.”

Turning around, Wan Xiao slowly walked into the courtyard and casually found a room to enter for a brief rest.

The next day when he emerged from the room, he saw a huanghuali wood rocking chair carved with crabapple flowers placed in the courtyard. The chair sat in the middle of the courtyard, directly facing the banyan tree at the Li Family’s entrance. Seeing this, Wan Xiao smiled faintly and sat down.

Serving the two of them required little work. An old woman handled the washing, and An Kang was only responsible for keeping them company daily and providing some amusement.

On days when Wan Xiao was in a good mood, An Kang would simply sit quietly beside him for companionship.

Today, for some unknown reason, the neighboring Li residence had been bustling and noisy since morning. A group of children chattered and chased each other about—it sounded quite lively.

An Kang, afraid of disturbing Wan Xiao, was preparing to close the courtyard gate when he was stopped.

“Go back inside. I’ll sit here alone and collect my thoughts.”

After An Kang left, Wan Xiao reclined in the rocking chair, staring in a daze at the group of little children running back and forth at the Li Family’s entrance.

Among them was a girl wearing a small red and blue embroidered jacket with the character for “fortune.” She appeared only three or four years old. Yet whenever any child caught sight of her, they would hurriedly run past, causing the little girl to burst into tears again and again.

Her voice was loud and clear. Wan Xiao felt this little girl’s crying hadn’t stopped all morning.

“Play with me, play with me…”

The little girl frantically tried to grab her companions nearby. Unable to catch them, she angrily lifted a large stone by the entrance and dropped it on the ground with a thud.

Seeing this scene, Wan Xiao suddenly stood up.

The large stone was not small. When it hit the ground, it left a shallow pit. The group of little children were startled and scattered in all directions with a whoosh.

Seeing this, Wan Xiao let out a humming laugh.

The little girl heard his laughter and toddled over toward him with tiny steps.

“You’re laughing at me…”

“I’m not.”

The little girl’s mouth turned down, about to cry again, causing Wan Xiao to quickly crouch down and say: “I wasn’t laughing at you. It’s good for a girl to have great strength—in the future, she can protect herself.”

Bean-sized teardrops hung on her face. The little girl sniffled twice, wiped her face, and then smiled again.

She had caught sight of the rocking chair behind Wan Xiao.

“I…”

“I go…”

The little girl extended a short, chubby white finger, pointing at the chair while tugging at Wan Xiao’s trouser leg. Wan Xiao lifted her onto the rocking chair and stood to the side, smiling continuously.

This little girl truly had tremendous strength, but her mind was not too sharp, just like Tao Qian’s.

“An Kang, bring the young lady a plate of malt candy.”

A plate of malt candy was placed before the little girl. Wan Xiao handed it to her, and the little child began eating with relish.

Small children tire easily. One moment she was still sucking on candy, the next her eyelids grew heavy and she fell asleep in the chair. Wan Xiao watched quietly for a good while before having An Kang go to the Li residence to find someone.

Before long, a man hurried out from the Li Family. Upon seeing Wan Xiao, he immediately bent at the waist to apologize.

“This little granddaughter of mine is quite mischievous. I didn’t expect she’d run over to your residence, sir. Has she troubled you this whole time?”

“Not at all.”

Li Rui stepped forward to pick up the little girl and again apologized to Wan Xiao for the intrusion.

As he was about to leave, Wan Xiao suddenly said: “This little girl is quite endearing. I see her strength is remarkably great—truly extraordinary.”

“Not extraordinary at all.”

Li Rui said with a smile: “This little child takes after her great-grandmother. Since childhood, she’s possessed divine strength.”

Speaking of this divine strength, Li Rui’s smile was full of pride. From just this simple sentence and his slightly smiling eyes, Wan Xiao knew that this child Tao Qian was filial.

He smiled with curved lips: “Has she been given a name?”

“She has. She’s called Yun Xiang.”

Hearing this, Wan Xiao slowly nodded.

Seeing he was amiable, Li Rui chatted a bit more. As he left, little Yun Xiang blinked her drowsy eyes, looking at Wan Xiao as if about to cry but not quite crying, suddenly reminding Wan Xiao of many old memories.

His father and Tao Qian’s father had been childhood friends. Father Zhang had died early, leaving behind orphans and a widow who often worried about their livelihood. The Li Family had always been somewhat wealthier than the Zhang Family, so his father frequently provided assistance to Madam Zhang and her son in their youth. This assistance continued for many years.

Later, when Old Madam Zhang passed away and Uncle Zhang finished his mourning period, he said he wanted to go out and make his way in the world. His father couldn’t bear to see Uncle Zhang leave without means, so he sought out a loan shark and advanced thirty taels of silver to Uncle Zhang.

Wan Xiao still remembered when his father would drink with Uncle Zhang, he would often reminisce about this matter.

“You don’t know—that day when I returned from Jiangnan, I found your father beaten black and blue. He had borrowed usury money he couldn’t repay and was chased into hiding here and there, unable to find peace for years.”

Getting excited in his storytelling, Uncle Zhang would even pat his father’s shoulder and shed a few tears.

Later, Uncle Zhang made his fortune away from home. Upon returning to Baoding Prefecture, not only did he repay the astronomical usury money the Li Family owed, he also divided the property he had built up over the years in half.

Thus, both families were able to distinguish themselves in Baoding Prefecture within just over a decade.

The marriage arrangement between him and Tao Qian had also been settled when both families were at their most prosperous.

Seeing little Yun Xiang today, Wan Xiao felt as if he were seeing the childhood Tao Qian again.

He was five or six years older than Tao Qian. Uncle Zhang had always struggled to have children. By the time Tao Qian was born, he already had four older siblings.

With no one suitable, this marriage arrangement fell to him.

When Tao Qian was first born, she was delicately carved like jade. At an extremely young age, her hands were already very strong. When he played with her, he would be grasped by her soft little hands so firmly he couldn’t break free.

By the time she reached Yun Xiang’s age, she could already carry copper basins around everywhere on her own.

With her great strength and not knowing her own power, she would often injure children her own age. To watch over her, he would place the tiny Tao Qian on his back and take her wherever he went.

But these peaceful days didn’t last long. That year when disaster struck the Li Family, it came very suddenly.

So many years had passed that he could no longer remember the details clearly. But Wan Xiao vaguely knew that at the time, both families had somehow acquired some business venture in the capital. That business should have borne both family names, but Uncle Zhang said he would make it part of Tao Qian’s dowry and send it to the Li Family in advance. Thus, only his father’s seal was affixed.

Wan Xiao still remembered that on the day of the incident, it was already deep night—a time of bright moon and sparse stars. He lay on his bed unable to sleep no matter what. During the day, Tao Qian had broken the pearl bracelet on her hand, scattering the pieces all over the kitchen floor with a clatter.

It wasn’t any precious item, but that night he felt compelled to retrieve them, so he went to the kitchen alone.

He was crouching in the kitchen searching everywhere when he heard low sobbing sounds from outside.

Wan Xiao no longer remembered what exactly happened then. He only knew that by the time he came to his senses, the entire Li Family household had been slaughtered.

He had witnessed with his own eyes as those people threw the corpses of his parents and siblings into carts and transported them away overnight.

As for him and several even younger cousins, people had strangled their necks and forcibly knocked them unconscious.

In just one night, his family was destroyed and everyone killed.

Later, he was brought into the palace to be castrated and made a eunuch. The several cousins who entered the palace with him, because they were young or for various other reasons, couldn’t endure that blade and died one after another in the castration room.

His eyelid twitched, and Wan Xiao smiled mockingly.

The palace truly was a man-eating place.

When he arrived, he was not yet ten years old, yet he nearly lost his life several times. Later, he learned that to survive in the palace, he could only see himself as a beast, not as a person.

To survive, he took a supervising eunuch in the palace as his master. From that day on, he abandoned his identity as a son of the Li Family, became a low-ranking eunuch in the palace, and changed his name to Wan Xiao.

After many years of wandering, he finally learned the reason for the extermination and knew who had caused his family to be destroyed, leaving people indistinguishable from ghosts.

Laughably, the Li Family was annihilated merely because the Zhang and Li Families had established a restaurant in the capital—the very Cuiwei Restaurant that later fell into Duan Yiting’s hands and eventually passed to Shen Qianyu.

Back then, Duan Yiting wanted to purchase it at a low price. His father had refused. So overnight, all hundred members of the Li Family household perished without a single survivor.

Rubbing his fingertips, Wan Xiao lowered his eyes, unable to help the dark expression on his face.

That year when he saw Tao Qian again in the palace, he was quite astonished.

Because he had once imagined what might become of Uncle Zhang’s family.

At that time, he thought Uncle Zhang would probably search for them for a few days, but after three to five years, seven to eight years, or even ten years, they would forget the Li Family and forget the marriage arrangement made with the Li Family.

And Tao Qian would find another good husband and live an ordinary life.

After all, at that time the Zhang and Li Families had extensive connections in Baoding Prefecture. He thought the accumulated good karma over the years would certainly protect the Zhang Family. Even if the Li Family ceased to exist, those who had once received kindness from both families would still help Uncle Zhang along his way.

But Tao Qian entered the palace, and he knew that those who had received their kindness not only failed to extend a helping hand but likely had even added insult to injury.

Hearing Tao Qian describe what became of Uncle Zhang’s family pained his heart even more.

That little girl with divine strength who should have lived a prosperous life, treasured in her parents’ palms, had ultimately been reduced to servitude.

This he could neither bear nor accept.

He owed Uncle Zhang’s family. Protecting Tao Qian and ensuring her a worry-free life was the debt he should repay.

Wan Xiao sat in the huanghuali rocking chair, looking at the main gate of the Li residence across the way, and smiled faintly.

Tao Qian had lived a very good life. With his protection, she had never suffered any grievances.

Now she had a house full of children and grandchildren. Though she had other troubles, in the end, the little girl who had grown up on his back had not suffered worldly hardships.

For him, this was enough.

Chapter 280: The End [Lin Jiayue’s Extra]
“Present tea to Mother.”

Jiang Su wore a brand-new silver thread clustered flower pattern cloud brocade robe. Together with the delicate and refined young lady beside him, they knelt to present tea to Lin Jiayue.

The two had just married yesterday. The young lady was nearly ten years younger than Jiang Su. Today her face was filled with blushing shyness, yet her eyes brimmed with admiration and affection.

Looking at the two of them, Lin Jiayue smiled with curved lips.

She actually had never imagined Jiang Su would marry a girl so much younger than himself.

“Good child, quickly stand up.”

Su Qingluo stood up somewhat nervously and moved to the side, not daring to speak.

Her mother-in-law was a formidable person—a First Rank Old Dowager Lady to whom even the current Emperor had bestowed a plaque by imperial decree.

Setting aside how she had single-handedly supported the marquis manor for decades, causing the Chengyang Marquis Manor to turn around overnight and return to the pinnacle of power, just speaking of her general stores spread throughout the realm—over these years, they had aided countless people in difficulty.

And the women’s obstetrics clinic established by her and the Retired Empress, along with the thousands of midwives they had trained, had saved the lives of countless women. Throughout this entire capital city, there was not a single young lady who did not revere and respect her, who did not wish to become like her.

Even though many slanderous voices had been raised against her, after His Majesty bestowed the plaque, these unpleasant words gradually dissipated, leaving no trace.

Su Qingluo looked at Lin Jiayue and nervously twisted the hem of her garment.

“Good child, what are you afraid of? Can I eat you?”

Lightly tapping her gilt chiwen-topped cane on the ground, Lin Jiayue laughed.

In her youth, her appearance had been delicate and gentle, but now that she had aged, having spent many years constantly occupied with the manor’s trivialities and the livelihoods of the common people, not only had this face aged severely, it also lacked half a trace of gentle kindness.

Sometimes when Lin Jiayue looked in a bronze mirror, she would be startled for a moment by the person reflected there.

But she never regretted it.

After all, a kindly-faced old lady could not support such an enormous marquis manor, not until now.

Looking at Jiang Su, who had grown into a handsome and distinguished man with sharp features, Lin Jiayue’s heart softened and she forced out a bit of affection.

“About that matter at the Old Prince’s Residence…”

She had only just raised the topic when the color instantly drained from Su Qingluo’s face.

Lin Jiayue sighed: “You needn’t be nervous. What I wanted to say is that our manor doesn’t value those empty reputations. Since you’ve already married into the Chengyang Marquis Manor, from now on you need not live each day clutching worry about this matter, fearing when someone might dig it up to humiliate you.”

Speaking of which, this Su Qingluo was actually a descendant of old acquaintances.

Her father was the son of Jingshan Academy scholar Su Xie. This young lady came from Song Wan’s maternal family. When Lin Jiayue first heard of such a person, she felt three parts pleased even before meeting her.

Originally, this young lady had been betrothed in a marriage arrangement, but some time ago at a banquet held by the capital’s Old Prince’s Residence, somehow during the feast, a seven or eight-year-old girl fell into the pond. None of the young ladies present moved, but her foolish daughter-in-law had jumped into the water without hesitation with a splash.

What followed was the same old tired tricks she had already seen enough of.

The family betrothed to the Su Family seized upon the claim that Su Qingluo had lost her virtue. The very next day, they made a great production of breaking off the engagement.

Thinking of the moment she heard this news, Lin Jiayue’s hand holding the teacup still trembled violently.

Perhaps when people grew old, they always recalled old matters. Lin Jiayue cleared her throat lightly and continued: “You did the right thing. In my eyes, your disregard for your own safety to save a life is the epitome of goodness. Only those foolish goods would use this to attack you for losing your chastity and speak such laughable words.”

Jiang Su turned to look at his young wife with her childlike features, then looked at his mother, and smiled gently.

He also felt his mother was right—his little wife was brave and kind.

“Our manor doesn’t practice that business of taking concubines and bringing people into the household. I see the several dowry maids you brought—they’re all for that purpose, aren’t they?”

“Yes…”

“Send them all back to the Su Family. As long as I live for one day, there will be no others in Su’er’s chambers.”

Su Qingluo raised her head in astonishment, looking at Lin Jiayue with eyes full of tears.

Though the Su Family had reputation and was the Retired Empress’s maternal family, her father devoted himself wholeheartedly to scholarly pursuits. Among literati, he could be called renowned, but ultimately he held no official position. She herself differed too greatly in status from the Marquis of Chengyang.

Moreover, she had the reality of lost virtue before and the humiliation of being rejected by her husband’s family after. Whether in terms of status or reputation, she was far inferior to Marquis of Chengyang Jiang Su.

From when the Chengyang Marquis Manor’s matchmaker came to propose marriage until she entered the bridal chamber yesterday, Su Qingluo hadn’t dared believe she truly could marry into the marquis manor.

Her mother feared she would be mistreated in her husband’s family and feared her husband would disdain her background and the broken engagement, so she had specially selected four maids of outstanding appearance from the household for use in securing favor in the future.

But Su Qingluo had never expected that on her very first day entering the household, her seemingly supremely stern mother-in-law would say such words to her.

The young lady was thin-skinned and pure-hearted. Hearing these words, the worry and fear in her heart suddenly dissolved. Unable to hold back the grievances she had suffered, she began wiping away tears.

“Don’t cry. It’s a joyous day.”

Pulling her before him, Jiang Su gently wiped away the tear tracks on the young lady’s face.

“Mother is right. Having married you, I won’t harbor crooked thoughts. Concubines are the root of household chaos. Send those women back to the Su residence. In a moment, I’ll have someone prepare a carriage. I’ll accompany you back to the Su residence for a visit.”

“But… but today isn’t the day for returning home…”

Lin Jiayue said: “We don’t pay attention to such formalities.”

Watching the young lady’s heart and eyes filled entirely with Jiang Su, Lin Jiayue suddenly thought of herself when she first arrived at the Chengyang Marquis Manor.

At that time, she too had been like Su Qingluo, her heart full of loving feelings for her husband.

Looking ahead, they felt the path before them was filled with flowers, the future bright and brilliant.

How could she have known then that her love affair would result in consequences leaving no one at peace?

Now seeing again a young lady just awakening to love with eyes that could sacrifice everything for affection, Lin Jiayue couldn’t stop the fear rising in her heart.

She truly feared the young lady before her would also be like her—gambling and losing, losing utterly and completely.

Raising her hand to beckon Su Qingluo, Lin Jiayue softened her voice: “Go back today. Speak plainly with your mother, otherwise during these three days she won’t know how to stop worrying. Let Su’er accompany you back together. Whatever concerns she has, seeing Su’er will resolve them.”

Lin Jiayue didn’t dare say she had raised her son extraordinarily well, but she dared say her son was likely the person in this world who best understood respecting women.

Previously, he had been unwilling to take a wife, and she had let him be. That day when she heard of Su Qingluo’s matter, she asked if he was willing to meet this young lady. He had never shown dissatisfaction. After secretly meeting, both families settled the marriage.

In the past, Lin Jiayue felt blind marriages were truly undesirable, but having seen many people and experienced many worldly affairs, she finally understood that whether a marriage could be happy only related to the people involved.

If two people understood propriety and knew when to advance and retreat, with hearts free of calculation and malice, this life wouldn’t turn out too badly no matter what.

Watching the newlywed couple depart, Lin Jiayue leaned on her cane and slowly walked out of Fuhe Hall.

Having just reached the main hall, Lin Jiayue saw Jiang Xing enter with a weary face, followed by seven or eight half-grown children.

“My little stars have returned.”

“We pay respects to Old Madam.”

A group of girls chattered as they came forward, circling endlessly around Lin Jiayue. Lin Jiayue touched each of their tender little faces in turn, greeting each one.

Seeing this, Jiang Xing smiled: “You truly don’t rest for a moment. Wouldn’t it be better to recuperate more? Why must you come to greet them every day?”

Having asked about Jiang Su and his new wife, hearing that the two had returned to her maternal family, Jiang Xing only nodded. She showed not the slightest displeasure that the newlyweds hadn’t paid respects to her.

Only because she too was now busy beyond measure.

In childhood, Jiang Xing only knew she was unwilling to leave the marquis manor but hadn’t thought about what she could do with her life. Later, finding life in the manor boring, she would occasionally seek out the midwives who came to study obstetrics to learn medical arts. Over time, she developed some interest.

Later still, by coincidence she saved a baby born without breath, and thus completely embarked on this path of saving the dying and healing the wounded.

At that time, many criticized her for practicing medicine as an unmarried woman, but Lin Jiayue scolded them back with just a few words.

Over these years, Jiang Xing had become a famous pediatrician in the capital.

“If people rest too long, they instead develop lazy hearts. Better to move about more.”

Having spoken, Lin Jiayue waved her hand: “Children, let’s go eat.”

A group of little girls followed behind her chattering as they walked forward. Watching them, Lin Jiayue felt extremely comfortable.

These little girls also mostly came from impoverished backgrounds. Since she converted Pingcui Nunnery into a medicine hall specializing in obstetrics, pregnant women who couldn’t afford the silver to hire midwives began deliberately going before the medicine hall when labor started, begging people to deliver their babies.

At first, only a few would come to give birth, but later some pregnant women would simply abandon their babies directly at her place after giving birth.

Over these years, she had taken in quite a few such children.

Now watching these children grow up bit by bit, the guilt in Lin Jiayue’s heart seemed to be smoothed away little by little.

“Old Madam…”

“What is it?”

A delicate-featured young lady fell to the back. She looked up at Lin Jiayue, her eyes seeming to hold words.

“Is something the matter? Not enough pocket money? Want to buy malt candy or silk flowers?”

“Neither.”

The young lady blushed, her eyes slightly red: “Today a couple came to the medicine hall. They said they were my parents and came to take me home.”

Lin Jiayue said: “Then what are your thoughts?”

“I don’t know.”

The young lady wept, her heart unwilling: “I know they’re seeing that I’ve now become capable and want to take me back to exchange me for silver. But in my heart, I both hate and…”

“Have some expectations, don’t you?”

Lin Jiayue stopped walking and said softly: “If your heart holds expectations, then go back and see. In any case, I know where their home is and won’t let you be lost.”

“Go back and see. If they truly treat you well, then stay. If they treat you poorly, come back.”

“I won’t go back.”

The young lady wiped her tears: “I don’t want to be that kind of ungrateful wretch saved by our hall who then bites the hand that feeds. I want to remain at the marquis manor to show filial piety to Old Madam.”

“Foolish child.”

Lin Jiayue touched her head with a faint smile.

Over these years, she truly had encountered many people who received her kindness yet bit back, but she didn’t care about such things at all.

Gently smoothing the young lady’s hair, Lin Jiayue spoke: “If I sought repayment, I wouldn’t do these things. Each person cultivates their own heart—we shouldn’t seek from others.”

“Moreover, if I bestowed kindness expecting repayment, then this kindness need not be bestowed at all.”

“But Madam, when you do good deeds yet are exploited by people, don’t you feel unwilling?”

“If I never sought others’ repayment to begin with, how would I feel unwilling?”

Lin Jiayue smiled gently: “In life, eight or nine out of ten things don’t go as hoped. As long as we can face heaven and earth above and our own conscience below, that’s enough. What you do comes from your original heart, what others do comes from their original hearts. How can we control them, and why should we try to control them?”

“This matter is the same. I know you’re a good child. If you want to go back and see, then go back.”

“If you act against your heart, you’ll certainly regret it in the future. Why suffer so?”

Hearing this, the young lady bit her teeth. Only after a long while did she nod through her tears.

She still wanted to go back and see. No matter what purpose her parents had for abandoning her back then, she wanted to go back and see.

If the truth was unbearable, she could also completely give up and remain at the marquis manor.

“This afternoon I’ll arrange for someone to take you back. If you go against your heart even once, this matter will create a mental demon, and you won’t be able to do anything peacefully in the future.”

Having spoken, Lin Jiayue held the young lady’s hand and walked all the way to the main hall dining area.

The children were still at the age of growing bodies. Each one could eat heartily. Watching these children tired from a whole morning, eating with such relish, Lin Jiayue and Jiang Xing exchanged knowing smiles.

She—in the past, she had always thought about changing this era, making her mark in this era, leaving her name in history.

Now looking at that past self, she only felt naïve.

Picking up the porcelain bowl before her, Lin Jiayue slowly began eating.

Though she couldn’t change the fate of all living beings under heaven, being able to protect those around her was already quite good.

She could protect these girls before her eyes, could guarantee that Su Qingluo who married into the Chengyang Marquis Manor would have a worry-free life, need not compete for favor with household concubines—this was already very good.

Over these years, watching Jiang Xing, watching Song Wan, watching those around her be influenced by her and change bit by bit, Lin Jiayue felt it was worthwhile.

She hadn’t been able to change this era, but she had witnessed an era.

She had changed some people and personally witnessed those people’s love and lives, their confusion and brilliance.

She participated in many people’s stories, accompanying them through life, watching these people perform those splendid and colorful stories. For her, this was enough.

She…

Could also be said to have lived this life without regret—

**The End – Congratulations!**

—

Thank you to all the friends who followed through to the end. Thank you so very much.

That this story could be written to completion owes everything to everyone’s support along the way. Truly, thank you.

Writing to the end, there are some questions everyone has always had that I want to take this opportunity to explain.

**[Because I probably won’t have another chance to write about this later~]**

Many readers’ biggest confusion about this book is probably why Jiang Yan isn’t the male lead yet was written so well, and whether Jiang Yan’s death was to make way for the male lead.

I’ve seen many readers in the comments section mention this issue, so I’ll explain here.

The answer, of course, is: No.

Many dear readers say Jiang Yan is a tool character [no, he isn’t].

Actually, when writing this story, the outline was already set. The overall direction was established at the story’s beginning, and each person’s ending was also predetermined.

For me, Jiang Yan is a complete person. He has love in his heart but also morality.

The author doesn’t like the current viewpoint of [love above all else].

Those who follow my Weibo all know this, so I won’t elaborate here.

The author believes Jiang Yan is perfect precisely because he is a normal human being with adult rationality and moral boundaries. The author strongly dislikes glorifying the viewpoint of love above all [personal opinion, no right or wrong].

Love should never and cannot lose moral constraints. One cannot feel entitled to place oneself above morality and law just by saying “I love you/him/her” [personal opinion, no right or wrong].

So I wrote the character of Jiang Yan.

**[Personal viewpoint expression]**

Secondly, this story’s other criticized point is regarding the character of Lin Jiayue.

Many readers say the author vilifies modern people and glorifies feudal-era dross ideology.

No, it’s not like that! First, I’ve said before in the comments section that one character cannot represent an entire era. How could Lin Jiayue be virtuous and capable enough to represent all modern people?

The author also cannot represent anyone.

**[Sometimes, I may not even be able to represent myself.]**

For the author, Lin Jiayue is a naïve person with passionate blood. What she does is impulsive and inappropriate for the times, but her heart is never cold.

For me, Lin Jiayue is like a newbie entering the workplace—impulsive and passionate, doing those things that stand up for justice that old hands wouldn’t do.

We think it’s very foolish—is it because we’re smart? I don’t think so. I think it may be because we’re too smooth, even possessing some “cunning” of adult life philosophy.

**Third.**

Regarding the characters.

When the author tells a story, I always believe characters are greater than plot. When people come alive, the story becomes compelling. So for the author, I love each and every person in the book very, very much.
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